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The Robot Invitation 


Far is the road to no man's land — 
A new Atlan tale 


K.H. Scheer 


It is the year 2114 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans, not quite 150 years 
have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket-the 
prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms, this was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. 


Most of the races of the Milky Way already know that it’s better to have the 
Terrans as friends than enemies. After the Springers and the Aras, the 
medical masters, others have also come to this realization, such as the 
Akons of the Blue System. And so, since the 10th of September 2113 an 
alliance between Terran, the Arkonides and the Akons has been in effect- 
although this so-called Galactic Alliance has been resting on shaky 
foundations. The Akons have renounced the Arkonides as being inferior, 
and also the Terrans are not tolerated by the Blue System, as was 
emphatically demonstrated by their sending out the “Agents of 
Destructions.” 


So the general situation in the Milky way is far from being rosy, even 
though in the meantime a Terran team of technicians has managed to 
secure a device that makes the Laurins visible to human eyes. Now as ever, 
the Posbis or positronic-biological robots represent a deadly threat to all 
organic life in the galaxy. 

But one day in April of 2114 it looks as if the situation might change for the 
better, because a tramp spaceship comes to Arkon bearing news of THE 
ROBOT INVITATION... 
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THIS IS A REAL CASE OF THE “WILLIES” FOR — 


Perry Rhodan — the First Administrator visits the world of a hundred suns. 
Atlan — the Arkon Imperator meets Posbi hatred with bare hands. 


Beybo — a space tramp whom the two leaders of the galaxy must trust, for 
better or worse! 


Fellmer Lloyd — this telepath contacts the mightiest living brain in the 
universe. 


Willy — a “baby sitter” for the Innermost. 

Col. Apple — security chief on Arkon 3. 

Dr. Ohmart — chief engineer and fleet inspector on Arkon 3. 
Reginald Bell — Rhodan’s worried 2nd-in-command. 


Allan D. Mercant — Chief of Solar Intelligence and Solar Defense 
Marshal. 


THE SPACE TRAMP 


“Hup-one, two! Hup-one, two! Company to the left, hartch!” shouted the 
drill sergeant as he struggled vociferously to improve the marching step of 
his Cyclopean troops. 


The stamping of their giant feet rang across the spaceport. As I watched 
them their brightly uniformed ranks seemed to wheel like brilliant 
splotches of color over the gray pavement of the field. Once again the 
Naats were marching for the Imperium, but this time they were under the 
command of a Terran who in my opinion was on the verge of losing his 
mind. Neither my venerable ancestors nor the stentorian-voiced Arkonide 
officers of the colonial worlds had ever succeeded in teaching discipline to 
these giants from the 5th planet of the Arkon System. For this reason I 
considered it out of the question that it would be possible for a mere non- 
com to force the quarrelsome Naats into a semblance of order. 


I looked up into the pale blue sky of Arkon 3. Momentarily I closed my 
eyes against the jet glare of an ascending warship, and then I turned my 
attention back to the Naats again. 


The company belonged to the guard division of the Crystal Palace. Each of 
the 10-ft giants had received a hypno-schooling which had concerned itself 
chiefly with battle tactics and galactic sociology. Since several months ago 
I had been dependent upon the services of the Naats. Ungainly or not, they 
had a sure instinct which more than once had been responsible for saving 
my life. At that time my own people had regarded me as an unwelcome 
emperor and a friend of the Terrans. Whether by modem or primitive 
methods they had sought to remove me from among the living. 


However, the internal political relations in the Arkonide Imperium had 
improved in the meantime. After I had concluded agreements with the 
Terrans, even the worst of the malcontents had come to realize that no 
essential changes would occur as the result of my death. And perhaps also 
they had perceived how weak the whole stellar empire would have been 
without Terran assistance. 


I thought the tramping thunder of the Naats would never cease until finally 
they drew up in orderly rank and file, presented arms with their energy 
weapons, and turned their round, 3-eyed heads in my direction. 


The lanky drill sergeant was wearing the uniform of the Solar Imperium. 
As he came toward me I saw that his face was glistening with sweat and 
loose strands of his dark hair were hanging down from under the rim of his 
radio-equipped helmet. The white Arkon sun was very hot. A few hours 
before, the temperature reading at the giant spaceport had reached 125° 
Fahrenheit. The sergeant came to attention and croaked out something I 
couldn’t understand. Apparently it was meant to be an announcement of 
some kind. 


I gave him an Arkonide salute and said, “Thank you, sergeant. You may 
tell the Naats to stand at ease.” 


Strangely, the soldier’s face reddened visibly. Troubled by this reaction, I 
turned to look at the others around me. The gentlemen of my retinue had 
fixed their eyes apathetically on the super battleship that was the center of 
the ceremonies. In my capacity is Imperator of the realm, I was to christen 
the ship and thus commission it into service. 


Atlan had been Perry Rhodan’s choice of a name for this latest example of 
Arkonide mass production. So I had agreed to follow the earthly custom of 
shattering a bottle of champagne against the spherical hull of the colossus. 
All of which had led to some long-winded arguments among Terran 
spacemen. They had thought it frivolous to waste such an expensive 
beverage, considering the high cost of its transportation from Earth. 


The sergeant was still standing in front of me with his fists clenched against 
the braided seams of his parade uniform. He said something again but I still 
couldn’t understand him. What was the matter with the man? Was he 
suffering from a heat stroke? 


For some unknown reason, Rhodan began to chuckle. Standing next to me, 
he ran the back of his hand across his forehead. Even in the shade of the 
new ship it was unbearably hot. 


“You should release the sergeant, my friend,’ Perry advised me. “He’s 
ready to collapse.” 


“But I have dismissed him!” I protested. 


“Negative. You only said he could tell the Naats to stand at ease. Besides, 
you’ve mistaken the wheezing of his lungs for an announcement. He’s still 
trying to get the words through his parched lips.” 


I suppressed a smirk. Now I knew why the man’s face was so flushed. He 
had used up his voice in marshalling the troops into line. “Thank you, 
sergeant,” I said hastily. “You may go now. Your troops make an excellent 
impression.” 


The lean drill sergeant stared at me confusedly, but then he turned and 
staggered back toward the Naats. The sun shone down mercilessly on them. 
I was hoping he would have the sense to bypass normal military custom in 
this case and look for a place in the shade, but apparently he did not. He 
took up a position in front of the Naats, gasped several times for air, and 
then stared rigidly at the ship. 


I shook my head. These Terrans would never change. No Arkonide would 
think of exposing himself to the same physical hardships his troops had to 
undergo. 


I made the ceremony short. Within 5 minutes I had made my little speech 
and slung the bottle. When the ribbons and bunting fell away the name of 
the ship was revealed. The sight of the supergiant did not particularly 
inspire me. I had already commissioned too many space vessels of this 
type, but I had lost even more of them in fiery battles. 


The Terrans hurried to get to the nearest air-conditioned facility. They 
could not accustom themselves to the temperatures of the Arkon worlds. I 
climbed into my ground car, waited until my robot bodyguards had fallen 
into line, and then followed my friends. 


When I arrived in front of the flight security building I looked back once 
more at the Atlan. The Terran crew was already going on board. 2000 
specialists, academy schooled and drilled on training ships of the Solar 
Fleet, were about to transform a newly completed mammoth into a fighting 
machine of devastating striking power. The super battleship was the first of 
a new series. Terran, Arkonide and Akon inventions had been utilized in its 
construction. We had required almost 11 months to alter the complicated 
programming of the major shipyards, but from then on thousands of 
automated machines had taken over the fabrication. 


I entered the control center for this sector of the spaceport where I found 
the leading Terrans gathered together. No Arkonides were present. The 
unspoken rivalry between earthmen and the scientists of my race was an 
open secret. With a sigh, I sat down in a form chair and stretched out my 
legs. Outside we heard the sounds of the robot band as it marched away. 


Rhodan listened to the howling, screeching and whistling until the last 
drumbeat had faded out. Then he turned to me. “That was a classy ship 
christening I might say. With all the trimmings. You Arkonides know how 
to put on a ceremony. So as of today the united fleet has another major 
class warship... Hm-m-m.. .?” 


He broke off his comments and leaned back in his chair. Above us we 


heard the hum of the air-conditioning fans. I knew why he had suddenly 
stopped talking. The alien political situation did not permit us to strut too 
boldly over the acquisition of a ship of the Atlan’s class. Under the 
bombardment of robot-guided vessels I had seen ships of that kind burst 
like soap bubbles. Our defensive warfare against the bio- positronic robot 
dynasty had entered a decisive phase. 


One day these uncanny creatures had appeared in the Milky Way with their 
so- called fragment ships and immediately the conflict had begun. We had 
attempted to bring about an understanding between us, but up to the present 
our efforts had not met with success. 


A few months ago still other creatures whom we called Laurins had landed 
on Earth, and the young regime of the Solar Imperium was placed in 
critical danger. In their natural state the Laurins were invisible. But the 
Posbis — which is the short designation for bio-positronic robots — managed 
to block the Laurin menace. I had flown on a mission into the depths of 
intercosmic space, where I succeeded in influencing the mysterious master 
brain of the Posbis to send out a fragment ship to our aid. 


When it appeared over the Earth we realized that the Posbis had a technical 
means of detecting the presence of the invisible aliens. In a matter of hours 
the invaders had been eliminated. 


A few weeks later a Terran research team had discovered the planet, Fossil. 
This had turned out to be an auxiliary base for the Mechanica beings who 
from all indications had been the original creators of the present-day 
Posbis. There practically nothing had been found — except for a device that 
could detect the invisible Laurins. We had dismantled it and brought it to 
Earth. Now only a few hours ago the prototype of a device had arrived 
which Rhodan had simply named “anti-flex glasses.” It was supposed to be 
possible with these to absorb the mysterious radiations generated by the 
Laurins’ “flexo-organ.” I myself was skeptical. 


Rhodan’s wrist transceiver beeped. It was a call from Jefe Claudrin, 
commander of the Terran fleet flagship THEODORICH, who announced 
that he was ready for takeoff. 


I looked at my watch. We had already spent too much time on the 3rd 
planet of the Arkon System. Out beyond star cluster M-13, almost 100000 
ships of the united fleet were on patrol. The defense ring against the Posbi 
threat from the intercosmos had been completed to the extent of our 
capacity. The finances of the Greater Imperium had been stretched to their 
limit. The daily expenses for the automated mass production of all classes 
of space vessels swallowed up billions. In his capacity as First 


Administrator of the Solar Imperium, Rhodan was also responsible for the 
treasury of his own stellar empire, and he had told me in no uncertain terms 
that his budget for the year 2114 had already been exceeded. 


Terra had committed about 30 million men to the intercosmic front. 
Another 10000 fleet units were cruising through known areas of the Milky 
Way to control the ever- smoldering unrest among lesser powers and in 
widely-scattered colonial sectors. I had also mobilized 50000 freighters to 
handle the supply requirements of the defense fleet. And aside from strictly 
military operations support was also needed for scientific projects. 


As a clear-headed and practical thinker, Perry Rhodan had recognized the 
fact that controlling the galaxy was not only a question of technical 
developments but also one of economics. It was time to stabilize the 
situation. 


In our defensive operations against the Posbis our ship losses had taken on 
staggering proportions. Until now Rhodan’s mutants had always been 
considered to be invincible, but under present circumstances they were 
insufficient for our needs. Although in localized operations their 
parapsychic faculties could replace whole armies and fleets, they could 
hardly be expected to be effective in space battles. We were not yet in a 
position to duplicate the transformation cannon, which was the Posbis’ 
superweapon, although we now possessed the necessary technical data for 
doing so. 

My plans were aimed beyond all this, inasmuch as I had recommended that 
in any event we must attempt to establish a communication with the 
Posbis’ controlling entities. Any further division of Terran-Arkonide forces 
had to be avoided. The internal political problems of the known galaxy 
were enough to justify the maintenance of a standing fleet of somewhere 
around 50000 major class warships. Our treaty partners, the Akons, were 
unreliable allies. We had just recently experienced a case where a spurious 
manipulation of a matter transmitter by members of an Akon resistance 
movement had brought the Earth to the brink of disaster. Without Akon 
collaboration the Laurins could never have landed on Terra. 


Such concerns for the stellar empire were threatening to overwhelm me. 
Beneath my feet lay the ruins of the former robot regent that my ancestors 
had built and which I had destroyed. The absence of this unique machine 
was felt everywhere. It was true that on Arkon 2 there were more than 
20000 large-capacity robot brains tied in to over 300000 relay stations, but 
only the coordinating powers of the extinct robot regent could properly 
handle all these sensitive installations. 


I didn’t even dare to think of the Imperium’s administrative problems. 
Rhodan had sent me about 100000 Terrans who were to attempt to bring 
order out of chaos. Since we were concerned with the current problems of 
Arkonide internal affairs we had been forced to neglect many of the 
colonial worlds. Tax frauds and evasions, revolts and government 
upheavals — all these things were more or less the order of the day. Only a 
few hours previously the leader of a Terran labor force had informed me 
that the currently outstanding raw material deliveries from 24 colonial 
worlds amounted to a sum of some 900 billion Solars. Our ship 
construction depended on highly-alloyed refined steels of the T-A series. 
Arkon steel, as it was commonly known, could only be produced by a very 
specialized heavy industry. 


The delivery of armaments from such planetary industries also left much to 
be desired. As a result I had been forced to dispatch a police force of at 
least a cruiser squadron. The descendants of former Arkonide colonists 
would not have been impressed by one ship alone. 


A pat on the shoulder startled me out of my broodings. When I looked up at 
Rhodan standing beside me, his smile told me everything. 


“Forget it, my friend,” he said. “We will not give up as long as the galaxy 
exists. I’d like to start for the front in half an hour. What are your plans, 
Imperator?” 


I looked at him suspiciously. Whenever he addressed me by my title it was 
usually with some ulterior motive. However this time it seemed he had not 
intended any irony. I got up and adjusted the belt of my uniform. 


“[’m going to have a look at the new scanner-tracking station,” I told him. 
“Sooner or later it should be possible to locate still smaller objects at 
greater distances. We’ve got to find the position of the unknown central 
world of the Posbis.” 


“You're telling me?” he quipped as he turned toward the door. 


Before he could exit, however, a viewscreens came to life and he paused to 
look at it. Col. Apple’s face appeared. He was the new chief of security on 
this Arkonide war planet. 


“Sir, could I have a quick word with you?” asked Apple. 


I, too, paused at this. Had he meant me or Perry? Rhodan came back. I 
joined him at the viewscreen as Apple hastily apologized. He seemed to be 
excited. 


“Excuse me, sir. I know that you’re under pressure for time, but 
something’s come up here that I think is important enough to bring to your 


attention before you take off.” 


This alerted me. Apple was a conscientious officer who would only put in a 
call to his superiors in case of something significant. 


“What is it, Apple?” asked Rhodan. 


I noted a line of tension in his lean face. It made me realize again how 
desperate our situation was in general. Our backs were so much to the wall 
these days that we grasped at every new development or announcement 
with a sudden glimmer of hope. 


The colonel seemed to hesitate suddenly. It appeared to me that now he 
was regretting the fact he had bothered us on such short notice before the 
takeoff. 


“Uh, sir...” He cleared his throat slightly. “I don’t know if I’ve done the 
right thing. A few hours ago Springer named Beybo landed on Arkon 2. 
His spaceship, the Bey XII, is one of those old rust buckets that we would 
have normally grounded long ago. It has a crew of 7 men, Beybo included. 
You’re familiar with these shady characters. According to the laws of the 
Galactic Traders they aren’t even allowed to use a patriarch title or take 
part in gatherings of the clans. They come one step lower than a pariah and 
would be listed in our register as tramps or drifters.” 


Rhodan waved a hand to cut him off. “Don’t be so long-winded, Apple!” 
But his face had relaxed. An inconsequential message was always better 
than news of a catastrophe. 


For my part I was amused at Apple’s expression of disgust. This Beybo 
must be a really remarkable specimen of his breed, I thought. The drifter or 
shuttle-tramp types were not recognized by the Springer clan patriarchs. 
They were only tolerated when they handed over a significant amount of 
their profits to the clan chieftain who monopolized the worlds a tramp, 
happened to visit. 


Apple cleared his throat again, apparently secretly cursing himself for 
having been a fool. 


“Well, go ahead and say something, Apple,” I urged him. “We’re not going 
to tear your head off. What’s the matter with this Beybo?” 


“You name it, sir!” exclaimed the colonel indignantly. “The rascal came on 
the noon ferry from Number Two to Arkon 3. Here he actually managed to 
bamboozle all of the security guard officers and penetrate all the way to 
Solar Marshal Mercant. The Chief referred the drifter to me. Beybo claims 
the information he has brought with him is so important that he can only 
confide it to the Imperator and the First Administrator of the Solar worlds.” 


“And... .?” 


Apple waved a hand. “Somehow, sir, it sounded believable — so that’s why 
I decided to call you. I’d prefer to lock Beybo up, but —” 


“Hold that man!” interrupted Rhodan. “We’re coming.” 


Apple’s face turned pale. “What? You want to see this fellow? Personally, 
sir? I thought you could give me certain instructions . . .” 


“[’m coming myself,” Perry interrupted again. “In our situation everything 
can be important. If it’s possible for you to do so, delouse the man — or 
would you say he’s free of vermin?” 


On that note Perry cut the connection and I laughed to myself. No — I had 
yet to-see a space drifter who was free of vermin. The two of us went 
outside where the heat of the day received us warmly. Inside the hull of the 
Atlan 1 could hear the rumble of machinery. If I knew these Terrans, in no 
more than 2 hours they’d be starting its first test flight. 


2. 
A COSMIC DILEMMA 


The security offices lay 1000 meters underground. The surface of Arkon 3 
was like one continuous, interlinked industrial plant with unimaginable 
dimensions. More than 10000 years ago my ancestors had decided to build 
shelters and storage magazines of every description beneath the spaceports 
and the mammoth industrial complexes. The atmosphere of the 
subterranean Arkonide city cast me in its spell. Here was the nerve center 
of the Greater Imperium. The elite troops of the empire had once resided in 
these cities in the days when there were alien worlds to conquer and those 
already conquered had to be held. Down here I was touched by the aura of 
a tremendous past. 


Apple’s office had once belonged to an Arkonide admiral. Consequently it 
was very large and luxuriously furnished as well as being equipped with 
the control panels and consoles of modern technology. We strode into the 
place between saluting Terran sentries but found that Solar Marshal Allan 
D. Mercant had excused himself. A few minutes ago he had taken off in a 
cruiser to study conditions on the central planet of the Voga System. The 
Zalites were making trouble again. 


In spite of the air-conditioning, Apple’s face was flushed when he came 
forward to greet us. Again he apologized for having bothered Rhodan over 
a mere bagatelle. Perry dismissed it with a wave of his hand and looked 
about the room. The walls had been practically converted into a viewscreen 
gallery. By means of closed circuit video surveillance, a large part of the 
surface could be observed. 


“Actually you seem to be the victim, sir,’ Apple grumbled, and it required 
several seconds for me to realize he had spoken to me. “How is that?” I 
inquired in some surprise. 


The colonel appeared to be suppressing a smirk of impatience but his voice 
rose in pitch as he replied: “This Beybo character would like to receive 
from you the trifling amount of 100000 Terran Solars, you might say as a 
sort of reward or payoff .. .” 


Rhodan gasped audibly and two security guards at another door grinned 
almost imperceptibly. My extra brain told me: agree for the time being. But 
I disregarded it. Apple was a good intelligence officer but I had more 


experience in these matters. In earthly reckoning | had known the character 
of the Galactic Traders for more than 10000 years. I knew that even the 
most foolhardy and insolent of swindlers would not have dared force his 
way like this into the lion’s den, only to make specific demands — not 
without good reason. 


Rhodan observed me curiously as I removed my shoulder cape, unsnapped 
my holster flap, and loosened the butt of my thermo gun. Apple coughed 
slightly. 

“Let me see this Springer,” I said tonelessly. Perry was now very interested 
as Apple signaled to one of the inside guards by the other doorway. The 
man was a Terran sergeant. He caused the door to glide open. 


“All right, move it out here, Uncle!” he snapped. “And I mean get the lead 
out!” 


The sergeant’s earthy unaffectedness amused me in spite of myself and my 
tense mood relaxed somewhat. Before Beybo appeared, a foul-smelling 
aroma seemed to precede him into the room. Apple swore under his breath 
and reached for the air- conditioning controls. Rhodan muttered a startled 
“Oh-oh!” and I drew back a few steps. 


A broad-shouldered individual poked a matted red beard into the room, 
followed by a no less unruly crown of red hair. But what came with it all 
made me think of my degenerated countrymen who considered it well-bred 
to carry all sorts of perfumes and sachets with them. Just now I’d have 
settled for a bottle of smelling salts. 


“Sir,” said the sergeant of the guard, “we have a tank of sulphur acid close 
by. If you haven’t any objections —” 


I waved him off and observed the Springer. He was wearing close-fitting 
synthetic trousers and knee-high laced boots with magnetic release catches. 
His full blouse-shirt of Koszti-leather was gathered at his waist with a wide 
belt. The whole costume might even have been becoming, but it was greasy 
enough to gleam like a side of bacon. All that could be seen of Beybo’s 
face was a bulbous nose and two gray-blue eyes. All other parts of his 
visage were concealed either by the thicket of his beard or the unkempt 
splendor of his hair. 

“Stay right there!” said Rhodan quickly. “No, back a little farther. What 
have you got against water?” 

The Springer’s riotous hair moved slightly as he wrinkled his brow. Then a 
dark hole appeared in the primeval forest of his beard. The fellow grinned 
at us so boldly that Col. Apple flushed red in anger again. At a glance from 


me, however, he controlled himself. 


Beybo spoke a greeting to us: “All the suns of the galaxy greet you, Your 
Eminences!” 


“Do you have that in writing?’ quipped Rhodan dryly. 


I had to strain to hold a straight face. Perry could be bitingly ironic. But 
Beybo did not let it bother him. He stuck a pair of dirty thumbs in his belt 
and stood on his guard. 


“We have five minutes,” I told him. “You have asked to speak with me?” 
“That’s right, Your Highness.” 

“T’m listening.” 

Beybo’s eyes narrowed. I realized that we had a cunning and unscrupulous 


scoundrel before us. For tramp dealers like Beybo the only reality was 
business. He suddenly dropped all flattery phrases and got down to facts. 


He began cautiously. “Your Highness, I burned up two tons of catalyst- 
plasma to get my ship to Arkon.” 


I nodded wearily. It would have been surprising if he had not referred to his 
expenses. 


He went on: “Somebody I can’t either name or describe has given me the 
assignment to contact Your Eminence and His Administrative Excellence. 
The coordinates of the meeting place are fixed in my ship’s positronicon. 
How they got there I don’t know. The data’s in there for navigational 
purpose but can’t be retrieved otherwise. So you will have no choice but to 
entrust yourselves to me and my ship. My principal wishes to speak with 
Your Highness as well as with Perry Rhodan. My expenses amount to 
100000 Terran Solars. That’s a fair exchange, I think.” 


Beybo fell silent although his beard still continued to move. Rhodan was 
obviously startled by his statement. Had this Trader lost his mind? Before 
I-could say anything, Perry turned to Apple. 


“Colonel, is Pucky close by?” 
“Unfortunately not, sir. He went off with Mercant.” 
“Ts anyone, else from the Corps on hand?” 


“As a precaution I’ve put in a call for Fellmer Lloyd. He should be here 
right away. Otherwise there isn’t anybody available. John Marshall left 
yesterday on a mission.” 


Beybo remained unmoved since the conversation must have been over his 
head. As for Rhodan, the Springer’s unexpected challenge had been such a 


shock to him that he didn’t want to interrogate the man without a mutant 
from the Corps being present. I also said nothing. Fellmer Lloyd was a 
“tele-tracker’ with telepathic faculties. However, when he failed to appear I 
turned to Rhodan and spoke in English. 


“Either the fellow is crazy, or he has a card up his sleeve that we can’t 
trump.” 


Perry pondered the situation intently. The 5 minutes we were going to grant 
the Springer had already been exceeded. I tried to recall the context of his 
explanation. Beybo had just blurted it out so fast. 


“Will you please repeat what you said?” Rhodan requested. “You spoke 
rather disconnectedly, but especially it was all said too quickly and too 
briefly. Who wishes to speak with us?” 


“Somebody I don’t know. I landed on a primitive world, and there I ran 
into my present employer — or client, you might say. Nothing of any 
importance was said to me. Could it be that Your Eminences are in such 
hot water that all anybody has to do is call you. . .?” 


Rhodan interrupted. “Take him away, sergeant. The man is under arrest. 
Take him into custody until he’s had time to realize whom he is 
addressing.” Perry got up and went to the door. 


“Sir,” asked the sergeant, “shouldn’t this imitation of a St. Bernard be 
cleaned up first?” He stared challengingly at the Springer’s mitted red 
beard. 


“Completely!” 
I remained where I was. Beybo knew that he could go no further with his 


impudence. He waited until the last moment. When Perry was practically 
out of the room, the drifter spoke but without raising his voice. 


“Tl keep my thoughts to myself, Excellence. I’m supposed to give this 
capsule to you or the Imperator.” He took a flat reel or spool from his sash 
belt and added whiningly: “This is a lousy way of doing business. I’m 
forced to show my loyalty before I’m allowed to establish my credibility in 
my own words.” 


When Beybo made an obsequious bow, it left Apple speechless. Maybe he 
still didn’t know these galactic drifters! As for myself, I looked at the 
Springer icily and casually placed my hand on the butt of my weapon. 
“Don’t take me wrong, Your Eminence!” the man said hastily. There was a 
glimmering of uncertainty in his eyes. 


I gave him a verbal lacing and in 3 minutes the conceited rogue with his 


boorish manners had been ground down to a rather miserable heap of 
humility. “You can’t seriously believe that you can come into the military 
headquarters of the Imperium and make such shady demands! What’s in 
the capsule? Apple, have a look at its contents.” 


A few moments later we knew that the star tramp had brought a spool of 
microfilm with him. And it was an alien type of cassette not ordinarily used 
on Arkon or in the Solar System. Two intelligence specialists disappeared 
with the film. Meanwhile Fellmer Lloyd had arrived. He was standing just 
outside the office in the corridor with Perry. I knew he was scanning 
Beybo’s mind telepathically. 


When I noted Lloyd’s perplexed expression I realized that against all 
expectations the Springer had spoken the truth. Perry beckoned to me. I 
went into the hall and greeted the mutant. 


“Well?” 


“It’s odd, sir,” said Lloyd. “The man really-doesn’t know who assigned 
him to deliver a message to you. He can’t even remember why he landed 
on the unknown planet. All there is in his memory center is a thought 
picture of a primeval water world.” 


“There are thousands of those in the galaxy. Does Beybo know what’s on 
the film strip?” 


“No. He only remembered the cassette was in his belt when he was 
threatened with arrest.” 


“Are you sure?” asked Rhodan. 


“Absolutely, sir. Beybo is not under any kind of suggestion block. I can’t 
detect any trace of that kind of influence. Someone has employed a very 
unusual means of partially erasing Beybo’s memory. Yet he knows clearly 
that he is to ask you, sir, for 100000 Solars. He knows further that he is to 
bring you and the Administrator to the rendezvous point.” 


Perry beckoned to Apple. When the colonel joined us he said: “Call Arkon 
2. Tell local Security there to confiscate the Springer’s ship and then try to 
get the position data of the rendezvous planet out of the vessel’s positronic 
memory banks. Please hurry.” 

With that we had done everything that it was possible to do under the 
circumstances. 

“It’s unbelievable!” Rhodan commented. “It shouldn’t be thought possible 
that the leading statesmen and commanders of two imperiums can get 
nervous when an unkempt Springer tramp shows up — and with news that 


would never have come to our attention normally. I’d guess there must be 
at least 100 command posts on Arkon 3 where under other circumstances 
this Springer would have been seized and questioned for weeks. You and I 
are in a pretty sorry state, Atlan.” 


I nodded in agreement. Perry and I were like drowning men reaching for 
straws. 


Lloyd could not release the drifter’s strange mental block, so now I 
understood why Beybo had surrendered his meagre information so 
abruptly. He had spoken of the supposed rendezvous with an unknown 
entity as if there had already been a hundred briefings and discussions 
concerning the matter. By now I was taking a much greater interest in the 
case and Rhodan was brooding heavily over it. 


Whatever develops,” he muttered half aloud to himself, “nobody is going to 
get me to venture into hyperspace in that clown’s rusty garbage scow .. .” 


And of course I was of the same opinion. I was familiar enough with the 
patched- together half-derelicts of these gypsy tramps to pale at just the 
thought of taking a trip in such a vessel. No one could tell how many of 
those old junk piles had been lost. The shuttle tramps were not registered, 
not on flight plans, and were never reported. Or if they ever did register at a 
spaceport the officials could be sure there was some deception involved. 
Actually, these star vagabonds were more reprehensible than the real 
Pariahs of India, for at least the latter had once belonged to a significant 
sect or clan. 


I had the protesting red beard taken away, and proceeded to take a bath. 
Two hours later the reports came in from Arkon 2, the world of 
intergalactic commerce. 


The findings of the technicians were startling. Beybo’s shipboard 
positronicon had been “barbed,” as it was expressed by the Terran liaison 
officer. The data we wanted had been stored in a field-secured circuit block 
and could only be retrieved by the computer itself. Test read out attempts 
had only brought on a rash of warning lights. 


After I had mentally digested this information I returned to Apple’s office. 
Now the situation had changed, and even Solar Intelligence had stepped 
into the picture. Mercant had already turned back from his trip to Zalit. I 
found Rhodan to be somewhat disconcerted. We discussed the facts from 
every direction but the conclusion always came out the same. If we wanted 
to get to the mysterious rendezvous planet, for better or worse we would 
have to make the flight in the Bey XI. The thought made cold chills run 


down my spine, especially when Apple showed us pictures of the vessel. 


“No way!” groaned Rhodan. “I'll just skip the rendezvous — unless you can 
show me there are aspects of it that would be worth risking my life for.” 


Someone spoke behind us. “You might just possibly do that, sir.” I turned 
around to see that one of the security officers had come in. Beybo was still 
in an adjacent room. 


“Now don’t tell me you were able to get anything out of that weird-looking 
film strip!” I exclaimed. 


“But we did, sir. It’s a very unusual tape that contains visual information 
stored as electronic point-components. We’ve retrieved the data and 
recomposed the picture elements by the Paxton process. Will you please 
come into the viewing room?” 


I took a deep breath. While I followed Perry and the technician I was 
wondering how Beybo’s positronicon could have been tampered with. 
Before I viewed the film strip I asked for a video playback of the report 
from Arkon 2 concerning their findings there. From that it became perfectly 
clear that some sort of safety field would definitely erase the data if 
anybody tried to retrieve it from the memory bank. The technical principle 
involved was completely unknown and of an outstanding quality. Beybo 
could never have applied such a security measure by himself. For that he 
neither had the knowledge nor the necessary equipment and facilities. 


Who had doctored the spaceship? For what reason? If anybody had an idea 
that they had to share something important with Rhodan or myself, why 
take such a roundabout and complicated way? I waited for an impulse from 
my extra brain but it remained silent. 


Sorely perplexed, I took a seat beside Rhodan as the viewing screen lighted 
up. At first we were presented a view of intercosmic space, which revealed 
a part of our own galaxy. Apparently these pictures had been taken from 
the “outside.” The fully electronic recording was unique. The pictures were 
in natural color and 3-dimensional. The sound track merely carried a 
melodic whistling tone. No one spoke or attempted to explain anything. 


Nor was any explanation necessary. Our Paxton copy had hardly begun 
when I saw a tall man in the unmistakable uniform of the Arkon Imperium. 
I was looking at myself. Perry grasped my am as I half rose out of my seat. 
Then I controlled myself and sank back again. 


Before us an event was portrayed which I could only look back on with a 
shudder. In February of 2114 I had gone on board a Posbi fragment ship to 
ask for help for Terra. At that time the distant Earth was being overrun by 


the Laurins. 


I watched the screen in fascination as I saw myself go on board with the 
other men of the special mission. Then scenes of the flight were shown. 
The visual presentation ended with the arrival over the Earth. There could 
no longer be any doubt: the picture tape had been made by the Posbis and 
sent to us through Beybo. 


By way of conclusion there was some symbol writing that our simultaneous 
translator had already deciphered. The context of the short statement was: 
“We urgently request that you pay us a visit. Further information thru 
Beybo.” 


That was all that our unknown informants imparted to us. The lights went 
on in the projection room. Moments later the door swung open swiftly and 
the sergeant of the guard came in to report that our shuttle tramp was 
starting to act like a lunatic. At the same time Fellmer Lloyd told us that 
something had happened to Beybo’s memory. 


“When?” I asked. 


“When the last scenes were shown on the viewer, sir. Just then, Beybo 
must have, received a releasing impulse. Sir — this para-mechanical 
technique is incredible!” 


“Tt also seems that way to me,” interjected Rhodan. When he glanced at me 
I saw that he was already trying to reach a decision. 


“T hope you’re not thinking of taking off in that wreck!?” I commented in 
alarm. 


He looked about him. The security and intelligence men watched us 
tensely. “Do you see any alternative, Atlan?” he asked. 


“Of course!” I answered confidently. “Sooner or later we’ll succeed in 
breaking that field block in the computer and we’ll get the coordinates we 
need. Then we’ll go in another ship.” 


“That can take days or weeks. Who knows how long our unknown hosts 
will keep their invitation open? How long are they going to wait for us? It’s 
fine if you want to listen to Beybo again. He seems to have suddenly found 
his memory.” 


” 


“Only in regard to a few items that are important to us,” the mutant 
explained. “But you don’t have to question the Springer, sir. I’ve already 
learned what he knows.” 


“And... .?” 
“Only you and Atlan have been invited. No other ship than the Bey XII may 


be used for the journey. No escorts are permitted. The fleet must not put in 
an appearance over the rendezvous point. The unknown entities give you a 
time period of 3 days, Terra time. They will not wait longer than that.” 


Being an Arkonide, my inner excitement had brought a telltale moisture to 
my eyes. The ones who wanted to talk to me and Perry had been unusually 
cautious. No doubt Beybo’s ship was practically unarmed. If we were to 
arrive in the battered old hulk the aliens would be sure that we could not be 
dangerous to them. The waiting time was just short enough to force us to 
use Beybo’s spacer as our means of transportation. I saw it all very clearly. 


“Your plans, friend?” Perry asked me. 


I passed a hand over my eyes briefly and got up. “My plans?” I had to 
laugh. “What kind of question is that? All I have to do now is make my last 
will and testament and climb on board the Bey XII. Under these conditions 
there can be no more thought of retrieving the position data from the 
positronicon. The time is too short. It’s also equally useless to try to break 
Beybo’s hypno-block, or whatever it may be. Before you could bring in 
enough mutants for that, it would be too late. If we think it’s important to 
have a word with those strange cameramen, we don’t have any choice but 
to follow their suggestion.” 


Rhodan picked up his service cap, placed it on his head, and also got to his 
feet. There wasn’t much more to be discussed. In the background I noticed 
the horrified expression on Apple’s face. 


Rhodan spoke to him. “Order a cruiser to be on standby for takeoff, and 
have the Springer brought on board. We’re flying to Arkon 2. Even though 
this thing seems to be enormously important I want that so-called spaceship 
to have a thorough inspection. Atlan — do you see any possibility of giving 
that crate a complete overhaul within 24 hours?” 


I told him no. If we had been dealing with a vessel produced on Arkonide 
assembly lines it would have been no problem. The Imperium’s ship 
building and armaments industries were running at top speed. 


Rhodan said nothing more. We were in mutual agreement that we would 
never have acceded to Beybo’s demands if he had not brought along the 
tape strip. For me there was no doubt that the Posbis were now attempting 
to set up the communication we had so long been hoping for. In our 
situation it would have been highly presumptuous of us not to go along 
with the whole thing. 


A half hour later we entered the airlock of the State-class cruiser 
Washington. Beybo was already on board. Before we could reach the 


control central the space sphere was already lifting off in the howling 
thunder of a full-power thrust. While we were still in the Antigrav lift we 
were already piercing the upper layers of the war planet’s atmosphere. The 
die had been cast. 


The cell activator against my chest was pulsing more strongly than usual, 
which meant that during the past days and weeks my body had been 
heavily overtaxed. In private self-critique I had made myself realize that 
my so-called immortality wasn’t of too much use to me under present 
conditions. The activator was a miracle device of highly advanced 
technology, but cell-regeneration would be meaningless in case I had an 
accident. I didn’t dare to think of Beybo’s spaceship. It was still more 
unimaginable to think of making a stellar journey in the derelict. 
Nevertheless, we had to take the risk. 


We finally arrived in the control central. We could see the disc of Arkon 2 
on the panob screens. It was barely discernible against the unreal glitter of 
countless suns. Here in star cluster M-13 those suns were so closely packed 
that it was risky to travel at trans-light velocities. 


3. 
THE FLYING DERELICT 


At the spaceport of Olp’Duor, the largest on Arkon 2, the ship traffic was 
like that of the prime time of the Imperium. The value of the daily cargo 
turnover at Olp’Duor was presently in the neighborhood of 8 billion Solars. 
In the robot files of this greatest commercial planet in the known galaxy, 
about 2 million spaceships were registered. All known star-faring races 
made this their port of call. However, few Arkonides had come to realize 
that they owed this tremendous upswing to the Terrans. 


Rhodan’s commercial and financial genius, led by the legendary semi- 
mutant Homer G. Adams, had again made of Arkon 2 what it had once 
been 10000 years ago. Rhodan had created the General Cosmic Company 
to handle the development and its effects were to be seen everywhere. Of 
course in terms of business volume the planets of Sol were well on their 
way toward overtaking the 2nd planet of the Arkon 3-planet system. Even 
the Galactic Traders, ruthless trade monopolists with their own war fleet, 
could not overlook the fact that two centers had emerged in the Milky Way. 
But since they were 34000 light years apart, this eliminated any direct 
competition between Arkon and Terra. 


Rhodan and I had donned our simple military uniforms. One had to take a 
very close look at Perry and to know him well to see in him the gradually 
emerging legendary figure who was First Administrator of the Solar 
Imperium. His rank insignia were as modest and unostentatious as he 
himself. Even I had laid aside my more pompous uniform of state only the 
symbol of the Imperium and the crest of my house signified that I was the 
Imperator. 


Those privy to the facts of life had referred to me as a puppet ruler, nor 
were they mistaken, actually. I had no illusions about it after having taken 
years of effort to sift the 8 billion pure-blooded Arkonides in order to find 
at least a million men of my race who placed enough value on their outlook 
of life to revive themselves by means of hypno- schooling and para- 
physical therapy. 

The spaceport of Olp’Duor was a square area measuring 50 by 50 kms. On 
this types were taxing the capacity of the completely automated loading 
and unloading facilities. At present, duty revenues at the port were running 


close to 16 billion Solars per planetary day. Until only a few years ago, 
Rhodan had considered such taxations to be atrocious, until he took into 
account that a single super battleship of the Arkonide Universe class cost as 
much as 24 billion Solars — -even considering the lowest raw material 
prices and the most efficient conceivable simplifications of manufacturing, 
using fully-automated assembly lines and feeder equipment. 


We took an inconspicuous-looking ground car that worked on the 
repulsion-field principle. It glided swiftly along the ground guide markers 
and we made our way unobtrusively across the field. No one took the least 
notice of who these few men were in the open vehicle. 


Our car stopped at sector 617. The buzzer alarm advised us that a takeoff 
had been authorized for this area — in which case even the Imperator had to 
wait. It had always been a fundamental rule on the Arkon worlds that this 
intergalactic commercial traffic was the pulse beat of the empire and 
therefore took first priority under normal conditions. The car would even 
have been stopped if just a small spaceboat were taking off within a 
kilometer of us. As it was, however, a fat-bellied giant Ekhonide freighter 
rose slowly before us on its jet beams, laboring heavily toward outer space. 


The raging thunder of the engines made any conversation out of the 
question at the moment. The hot shock waves of expanding gases and the 
residual particle radiations were arrested by the automatically generated 
energy grids around sector 617. After being cooled and decontaminated, 
the exhaust gases were sucked into the ground shafts. The freighter 
disappeared as a flashing point of light. A parting roll of thunder indicated 
that after reaching the prescribed safe altitude its power piles had been 
opened to full thrust. 


Fellmer Lloyd’s eyes gleamed as he looked dreamily at the sky. “I had 
always imagined something like this when I was young,” he said softly and 
with a rather embarrassed chuckle. 


I nodded to him. How well I could understand this likable mutant who had 
even experienced Rhodan’s moon takeoff. I, too, had followed the 
preparations at that time and hoped that earth humanity would finally find 
their way to the conquest of space and time. Then a research ship of my 
people had landed on the moon, and Rhodan had founded the Third Power 
on Earth. 


Now, only 143 years later, the same man commanded more than 100000 
warships of all classes, he trafficked with non-human intelligences as his 
equals, and was fending off a menace that threatened to inundate the galaxy 
like a storm flood. 


This thought reminded me again of Beybo and a spaceship we were going 
to have to navigate through hyperspace to an unknown planet. Rhodan was 
in a taciturn mood as he observed the fascinating spectacle of Arkon’s 
greatest cargo-handling center. We had to make three more stops for 
landing or departing merchant ships. If my ancestors had not installed the 
energy grids, traversing the area would have been impossible. The shock 
waves would have swept us away. 


Alien intelligences hurried past us, some of them picturesque dressed in 
colorful costumes, others filthy and unsightly. A newly arrived ship was 
requesting two high- pressure methane tanks over its loudspeakers. The 
commander and first officer wished to disembark. 


After a half hour we swung into the other circular avenue. Here on the 
periphery of the spaceport were the maintenance sectors for smaller ships. 
Naturally even Beybo had to land far out of range of the main traffic 
corridors. After another kilometer the cordon of guards came, into view. 
These sentinels were Terrans and Zalite auxiliaries. The watch officer came 
up to us, saluted, and waited to be spoken to. 


“How far along are they?” Perry inquired. 


“By “they” he was referring to the technicians and scientists who had been 
hurriedly commandeered from the shipyards. They had received orders to 
convert the Bey XII into a spaceworthy ship in the time limit of only six 
hours. The demand was wishful thinking but I hoped that they could at 
least take care of the worst defects. 


The captain looked at us with such an expression of regret that it put me on 
edge again. 

Rhodan waved off his question. “That face of yours tells me enough,” he 
said. “So it’s really that bad?” 


“Sir, if you will permit an observation,” replied the officer, “I would 
urgently advise you against taking off in that ship. It’s a cranky old slave 
hauler a real bucket of bolts! Just out of curiosity P've had a look at the 
crate. It didn’t take long for Chief Engineer Ohmart to actually faint. The 
outer hull is made of ordinary steel, and the rust is too far gone to remove 
it. Only the bow is made out of corrosion-proof T-material. We were 
wondering how it could even hold any cabin pressure. To take that into 
hyperspace is suicide.” 

Rhodan nodded wearily. We had given up going into any further 
deliberations on the matter. Five minutes later we came to the smaller 
takeoff area, and there we beheld precisely what we had imagined! 


In unison we began to curse and complain or make threats, each according 
to his temperament. The Bey XII was at least 200 years old, a tramp 
freighter of unknown origin. Standing upright like an old-fashioned 
grenade shell, it was barely 50 meters in height, measuring perhaps 20 
meters in diameter. This clumsy vehicle, glistening from nothing other than 
the redness of rust, rested on six warped-looking tail fins whose support 
struts had long since become unretractable. The main jet cone, blackened 
and partially fused, protruded darkly from a heat-warped stern. The nav jets 
along the flanks did not make any better impression. 


“T wonder what it looks like on the inside,” said Rhodan. “Good Lord! — 
now I can understand why the mere mention of these space drifters can 
cause people to run for cover! It’s an instinct of self-preservation. Well, 
let’s have a look at the monstrosity.” 


We got out of the car and walked toward our “rust bucket.” Terran 
technicians were using antigrav platforms to move up and down the hull. 
Automatic welding equipment was in evidence everywhere. In the areas 
most heavily afflicted by rust, the primitive method of hammering or 
chipping the incrustation away was being applied. If any of these blows 
caused a breakthrough in the hull, a steel plate was hermetically welded 
over the hole. Other sections of the hull were so corroded that the men 
couldn’t work with their nuclear welders, for fear of causing irreparable 
damage to the ship. In such places they had to use highly-active adhesive 
cements. 


We came to a stop beneath the stem jets and looked up at the scum- 
encrusted shell, which was only reasonably clean where the power poles of 
the defense screen protruded. Rhodan momentarily covered his face with 
his hands and muttered something about Beybo being a public menace, and 
that for the sake of society he should be put away for about ten years at 
least. 


I stepped out from under the stem and bumped into a wire basket cage that 
was equally encrusted with rust. It was suspended from above by a 
synthetic rope. To my horror I saw that this was the personnel lift to the 
main lock in the bow. To add insult to injury, the flimsy line revealed repair 
knots in two places. 


A figure completely covered with filth and grime clambered down from a 
cargo hatch that was closest to the ground. I finally recognized the person 
of Dr. Ohmart who had been assigned to Arkon 2 as chief engineer and 
fleet inspector. He lowered himself on a horribly squeaky hydraulic 
platform, which stopped within 2 meters of the ground. Dirty drops of 


hydraulic fluid were dripping from both of the hydraulic lifter arms. Inside 
the cargo lock I heard the uncertain stuttering of the pump. In addition to 
this technical phenomenon my nose was also experiencing the unexpected. 
An odoriferous pall seemed to emerge from the interior for which the word 
“stink” would have been too mild. 


Ohmart tore a breathing filter from his face and jumped to the ground. “I 
give up!” he complained. “You can’t imagine what it looks like inside! The 
cabins and the control central are being disinfected just now. I’ve already 
thrown all the rubbish and garbage outside. We installed a brand new air- 
conditioning system but we can only hope that those ancient power lines 
can handle the current load. The main safety blocks between the reactor 
and the impulse converter have been short circuited. Just imagine such a 
thing, sir!” 

“To what purpose?” I asked helplessly. 


Ohmart wrung his hands and looked imploringly at the sky. “Sir, the 
safeties must have given up the ghost after flying loose repeatedly and 
being thrown back in manually — against all regulations! The automatic 
return mechanisms can no longer handle the interference overloads. I’ve 
found at least 30 repair patches along the main power cable — patches in a 
cable that has to handle a load of 800 amperes! The insulation is brittle and 
crumbling everywhere. I need at least another hour to replace that cable. 
The manual overrides and emergency controls — if you can believe it are 
purely mechanical. And get this! Most of your remote switching controls 
are operated by control cables running through conduit guides and over a 
system of rollers! Sir, I can guarantee nothing!” 


Ohmart stopped talking from sheer exhaustion. From somewhere above us 
a technician yelled down a question. Ohmart answered and I cautiously 
stepped out of the way of the activity. Rhodan had heard it all. Somehow I 
had an almost irrepressible urge to chuckle when I saw the cool-blooded 
Terran actually sweat. Perry looked up in desperation at the hull of the ship 
which was revealing more patchwork with every passing minute. 


Lloyd was pale. “Those 7 hobos are up there in the so-called mess room,” 
he growled. “I can pick up their thoughts quite clearly. They seem to be 
amused at all our frantic hurry and bustle. Beybo is gloating. He says there 
couldn’t be a better opportunity than this for a free overhaul. Wait! Right 
now they’re talking about wantonly destroying the automatic hyper drive. 
They want to get a new one. Beybo plans to sneak into the control central. 
They’re talking about tricking the engineers into coming out of there.” 


Rhodan went into a rage. In a lightning move he went to the ground car and 


picked up the radio transceiver mike. He quickly issued instructions and the 
security troops began to move. The leader of the high-frequency technical 
team called down from the control central and moments-later we heard the 
hissing o£ electrical shock weapons. 


“The whole pack of them should be put in irons!” shouted Rhodan, beside 
himself. “Lieutenant! Go up there and tell those space tramps they’ll be 
banned for life if they don’t stop all this monkey business! If we still had 
time to install new equipment, the hyper drive would be replaced as a 
matter of course. Mr. Lloyd... !” 


The mutant came to attention in front of him. 
“You will accompany me and Atlan!” 
Lloyd cautioned him: “Sir, the stipulations are that only the two of you —” 


“Right now I couldn’t care less about the stipulations! What’s the matter- 
are you getting cold feet?” 


“Sir... .!” 


Rhodan controlled himself immediately. I thought it was grand of him, the 
Administrator, to apologize frankly to a subordinate. 


Fellmer waved off the apology, somewhat embarrassed. “Sir, that isn’t 
necessary. It goes without saying. We’ll take care of those shuttle tramps.” 


“You hope! Now let’s go have a look at the inside of this scow.” 


We ascended to the cargo hatch on the rickety platform. After bracing 
ourselves against possible asphyxiation we forced ourselves to go through 
the squeaky lock doors and entered a tubular shaft where a questionable 
spiral staircase led upward. It was the only connection between the 
machine rooms and the control central. The cargo holds stank horribly. We 
had learned that the last cargo had been a load of uncured hides. 


The hatch doors to the cabins were in the process of being replaced. Our 
workmen had cut out the old rust slabs and were welding prefab-hatches in 
place. 


“These things can only be worked manually,” explained an engineer. 
“There wasn’t time to install automatic doors. Be careful whenever you 
have to go in or out. If you get any air pressure losses below and both these 
hatches are open at the same time —” 


“We understand,” I said defensively. 


Upon further investigation we found that the cabins had been re-furnished 
because before they had been more like pig pens. The control section was 
located in the blunt bow along with the scanner and tracking gear. We 


dropped into the pressure seats and waited for what was to come. I didn’t 
have the gumption to look at the engine and power rooms. Ohmart’s 
remarks about the 800-amp cable had told me enough. If these space 
tramps had been irresponsible enough to patch up such a cable they must 
certainly have done as much or worse to lesser power lines. I did not dare 
to envision what could happen during flight. 


“It’s a mystery to me that these rascals are still alive,” commented Rhodan 
dejectedly. “One more hour — then we have to take, off. No, stay where you 
are .. .” He placed a hand on Fellmer’s arm. “It’s all right-Ohmart is 
hurrying as fast as he can. Don’t make the men any more nervous than they 
are. If you want, you can tell the watch officer to send up our gear. We’ll 
all three take the largest cabin. Make sure nothing gets stolen or 
deliberately sabotaged.” 


I breathed in the stinging odor of the heavily sprayed disinfectants. The air- 
conditioning wasn’t operating yet. To myself I cursed the Posbis and 
whoever it was who wanted to talk to us. Forcing us to use this near junk 
heap as a means of transportation was just going too far. 


ok 
“A hundred thousand Terran Solars and not a Soli less!” insisted the red- 


bearded one. “I’m a respectable man. Nobody is going to force Beybo to 
work for nothing.” 


He grinned brazenly at the muzzle of my weapon. My threat didn’t make 
any impression on him. He knew he held the trump cards in this game. 
Even the most capable cosmonaut alive would not be capable of flying this 
tub. Only one man was familiar with its countless quirks, and that man was 
Beybo. 


I holstered my weapon. It was useless. Beybo had been given a bath by 
Terran commandos and now at least his smell was somewhat bearable. 
Since he had not wanted to change his clothes they had been laundered, and 
as a result they were full of holes and threadbare spots. The shuttle-bum 
had refused to wear anything else. To me his pride took a very strange 
form. 


His beard and hair had been trimmed. Numerous scars and scratches 
indicated that Beybo had remonstrated against the cleansing procedures, 
and that the Terrans hadn’t exactly been coy with him. However, this 
helped to lessen my bitterness. I wrote out the voucher and handed it to 
him. The Springer grasped it with sharp fingers and spat on the synthetic 


foil, probably for luck. 


“I suppose that’s to make sure you live to enjoy it,” said Rhodan 
sarcastically. “Have that deposited to your account and get ready to take 
off. In ten minutes I want to be out in space.” 


Beybo turned without a word, inserted the voucher into the photo- 
transmitter and waited for a credit confirmation from the imperial bank. It 
came within 5 minutes and the rogue was 100000 Solars richer. 


I made another call to the THEODORICH which had arrived on Arkon 2 
several hours ago. I gave instructions that the Terran fleet flagship was to 
follow the Bey XII as soon as our tracking cruisers in outer space had 
determined the direction of the flight. For this purpose I had placed older 
“Jump ships” on standby which had not yet been equipped with the newer 
linear drive systems. We had derived at least one advantage from our 
cursory overhaul of the Springer vessel: we know for certain that its 
automatic hyper-drive was not screened by a spacewarp compensator. This 
would make it easy to detect the transition shockwaves and calculate the 
ship’s re-entry coordinates. 


Commodore Claudrin confirmed. As soon as he had determined our 
destination he would follow with 100 heavy-class warships. We had 
covered ourselves as far as possible. 


Five minutes later the space tramps took over their stations. Three of them 
were in the control central and the other four were somewhere in the 
unknown depths of the ship. At the same time I took up my minicom again 
and sought to verify that my orders had been carried out. Solar Marshal 
Mercant answered. I spoke to him in English which caused Beybo to stare 
at me suspiciously. 


“All is in order, sir,” replied the defense chief. “As soon as you are under 
way, all merchant ships will be grounded. That will eliminate all other 
transition disturbances and it will be easy for the cruisers to trace your 
jumps. The best of luck, sir, although I still think it’s crazy to agree to such 
a demand. Who knows who or what is waiting for you?” 


“That’s just what I’d like to know, myself. Thanks very much, Allan. That 
is all.” 


I switched off and gave Perry a nod. We were wearing Terran spacesuits of 
the latest design. They consisted of lightweight pressure foil with built-in 
micro-paks for handling air regeneration and cooling and heating. When 
Beybo started to shout and bellow — he didn’t seem to be able to 
communicate in a normal tone — I conspicuously clapped my helmet over 


my head and switched on the radio voice com. The drifter next to Beybo 
wrinkled his forehead and gave me an impudent grin. He seemed to think 
we were weaklings. 


What happened then was like the end of the world. In the depths beneath us 
the machinery started up or at least Beybo tried to get things started. 
Rhodan’s forehead was again covered with sweat. Fellmer Lloyd appeared 
to have shut off his mind. Probably the thoughts of the space tramps were 
too much for him to bear. 


Rhodan gripped the arm rests of his pressure seat in anticipation. We did 
not have any faith in the decrepit inertial absorbers of the Bey X/J. 


The thundering and banging and rumbling of the machinery was followed 
by clouds of smoke. The “warm-up noises” ceased abruptly but the new 
air-conditioning vents continued to belch out black puffs of smoke. I 
cautiously opened my helmet to try to determine by smell what might be 
the trouble. When I detected that it smelled of scorched insulation I closed 
the helmet and resorted again to my internal air system. 


The face of another tramp appeared on a flickering viewscreen. He had 
been introduced to us as the “chief engineer.” At first I had been dubious 
about the qualities of this man but when I saw how casually the fellow 
worked around the vital machinery I considered him with due respect. We 
shut off our outside microphones. The bearded pack of them shouted loud 
enough to be heard clearly without any amplification. 


“Louse head!” bellowed Beybo into a microphone that seemed to dangle on 
a thready-looking wire from the panel. “What’s wrong? It stinks up here!” 


“But which stink is it?” inquired the chief engineer tensely. Rhodan’s eyes 
took on a glassy look. He had also just realized that on board the Bey XII 
the damages were determined by smell. To me this was something entirely 
new. I girded myself with patience and told myself that even a 10000 year- 
old admiral never finishes learning. 


Beybo sniffed around with his bulbous nose. “That can only be distributor 
block two,” he answered. “I’ve flushed out the synchronizers with 
Tritonplast.” 


“Something’s boiling,’ said the engineer, wrinkling his forehead in 
puzzlement. “I'll take number one. Can you switch over?” 


Rhodan folded his hands helplessly and I understood him only-too well! 
Lloyd nudged me frantically with his foot and pointed to the other 
cosmonaut who had brought a crowbar out of a corner. He and Beybo 
placed the bar under a green-marked lever which seemed to be slightly 


rusty. Cursing loudly the two space tramps pried the “main switch” 
forward. 


Then the commander and ship’s owner yelled into the microphone. “Did it 
work?” 


There was no answer until the communications operator found out that the 
microphone lead had a loose connection. Beybo stuck the contact with his 
fist and then it was all right again. 


“First class precision!” the chief engineer called up from his machine room. 
“Switch-over completed. Does number one stink, too?” 


Beybo appeared to become aware again of our presence. Almost 
majestically he roared into the microphone: “There are no stinks or smells 
whatsoever on this ship! And if you don’t take off you’re going to be stuck 
with the port mooring charges!” 


Beybo snorted and sat back in his new pilot’s seat. He felt of it fondly, 
winked at his first officer in triumph, and then kicked the robot 
synchronizer, the purpose of which was to neutralize inertial pressure. 
When he stomped against it the second time a green indicator lamp came 
on. 


I thought shudderingly of the high-power reactor which now harbored a 
synthetic atomic sun. Beybo had never used the high energy type of nuclear 
fuel that we had furnished him from the spaceport tanks. I was anxious 
about how the damping converter and the-impulse generator would react. 


There was more whining and howling again from below. I let out my 
buckle straps and swung back my seat. After a few minutes of heavy 
vibrations the Bey XII actually lifted off the ground. Beybo bellowed 
enthusiastically. In a thundering bedlam we raced into space. Our repulsion 
heat screen was no longer functioning as we passed through the upper 
atmosphere, and as a result the room became considerably heated. 


Once arrived in space I looked at the viewscreens. One of them revealed 
the stern of the freighter. What I saw coming out of the jet tubes might 
have been anything. For a moment I thought of bailing out while there was 
still time. But then I noted the chief engineer’s satisfied expression. He 
announced that everything was shipshape, in fact “first class.” 


He had hardly spoken before his image ballooned unusually large on the 
screen. He must have fallen face forward into the pickup camera. The 
mystery became clear to us when we felt the sudden g-pressure. After all it 
would have been astonishing if the acceleration absorber had been working 
correctly. After a few more kicks from Beybo we again became weightless. 


Here even the synthetic gravity fields seemed to be subject to laws of their 
own. 


One hour later we were still alive and the Bey X// was still flying. The ship 
could not attain more than 20% light speed but this was enough to lead into 
a transition. The positronicon rang a signal. We observed that Beybo was 
requesting the secret coordinates from the memory registers: The green- 
shimmering numbers came up on his terminal screen slowly, but they 
came. 


Beybo ran both his hands through his beard and muttered something that 
sounded like a heathenish incantation. He wet his thumb then and pressed 
the button switch of the automatic hyper-drive, otherwise known as the 
“Jump switch.” 

Rhodan let out a yell. Lloyd swore like a trooper, and I was thinking that 
my cruisers couldn’t possibly miss detecting this transition shock. Beybo’s 
maneuver was in conformance with the peculiarities of his ship. Rhodan, 
Lloyd and I were no longer accustomed to heavy transitions. It took a long 
time for the human physique to adjust itself to the pulling and tearing 
sensations of dematerialization. Beybo seemed to take the whole thing as a 
matter of course. In the machine room there was a roaring as if the, Bey XI 
were ready to burst asunder. After a shrill howl, the dematerialization 
began, which indicated to me that we had arrived in 5th-dimensional 
hyperspace and were no longer affected by the laws of the Einstein 
universe. 


This had hardly come to my mind before we were back again. My stomach 
went into a cramp. Racked with pain I listened to the rumblings below. 
Someone shouted something. It was the chief engineer. 


“Keep pushing it!” yelled Beybo in return. “Maybe we’ll make it the third 
time!” 


I groaned as the next attempt was made. Before my mind blurred out I 
grasped what our fleet inspector had been trying to say about the strange 
hyper-switch arrangement here, which seemed to be a homemade hookup. 
It remained activated until a jump was finally achieved. 


The torment seemed to be endless. Tongues of flame were visible on the 
viewscreen. Here and there were distortion effects for which there was no 
physical definition. 

Finally after the fourth try, I lost consciousness. My last thought was of 
Beybo’s physical endurance and the hardiness of the equipment to 
withstand such a beating. 


4. 
BABY SITTER 


The transition had succeeded. 


I had been awake for half an hour. Precautions had been taken to prepare 
injections for our blood circulation, which Beybo dispensed to Rhodan, 
Lloyd and myself. Now we didn’t want to think any more of what — 
fortunately — lay behind us. 


The Bey XII was flying at breakneck speed into a system which I had never 
seen before. The unimportant yellow sun was among those celestial bodies 
which no one had assigned a proper name to. Probably it had been 
registered as a mere number in the star catalogues. Beybo had explained 
that the system contained 3 planets, the 2nd of which was a primeval water 
world. 


Rhodan had attempted to determine our galactic position but without 
success. The Bey XI/’s nav computer should have been in a museum. 
Rhodan couldn’t get anywhere with it. Our star vagabonds stubbornly 
refused to attempt making a stellar fix by instruments. Lloyd explained that 
this was attributable to a returning volition block that was affecting them 
again. 

Thus we traversed the orbit of the 3rd planet and approached the 2nd 
satellite of the nameless sun at 20% the speed of light. Although it was in a 
favorable position and the scanners were well locked on to it, our trampish 
crew required 3 hours to get into a somewhat passable approach angle, 
which finally brought us into an orbit around it. 


Completely exhausted, we got out of our seats and walked over to the 
optical screens of the scanner section. They were, operating with surprising 
efficiency, which indicated to me that even a star drifter will make a capital 
investment where money is to be made. For men of their stamp a good 
long-distance observation system was the difference between success or 
failure. 


Beybo was resentful that we had neglected to praise him for his “fabulous” 
long- range transition. Rhodan estimated the distance we had covered to be 
between 4 and 5 thousand light years — an enormous accomplishment for 
the Bey XII. I too had the impression of having covered a considerable 
distance. The pains of rematerialization had been so strong that they could 


only have resulted from a high concentration of energy. 


We were circling the planet in a 2-hour polar orbit. Below us was a 
steaming desolation of endless water, only infrequently broken by small 
land masses which had come into being. Beybo knew exactly where he was 
supposed to set us down. After our 3rd orbit a fairly definable island came 
into view. It was approximately round and was several kms in diameter. 
The entire surface was concealed by a dense jungle growth. 


Beybo tapped the viewscreen, indicating the island. “That’s where you’re 
expected, Your Eminences,” he said. 


“Start the landing maneuvers,” ordered Rhodan gruffly. Beybo looked at 
him in surprise. “Land? You mean I should set this lovely ship down on 
that island?” 


Perry turned slowly from the screen to stare at him. The island was already 
wandering out of the field of vision. The planet was a fairly small orb with 
a gravity of only 0.61g. The panel instruments appeared to be functioning 
reliably. 


Beybo looked only a second into the gray eyes of the Terran before he 
lowered his gaze. 


“You heard what I said,” answered Rhodan. 


“That’s a dense atmosphere,” Beybo explained hastily. “My repulsion heat 
screen isn’t working.” 


“Then invert the ship stem forward into the atmosphere and break your 
speed. Let this tub down at half thrust. That way the particle streams will 
act as a molecular repulsor beam, and that will be your heat shield. Do you 
understand me?” 


Beybo started to protest again but finally he slumped resignedly and 
complained to his first officer. “He knows how we do it,” he said in a 
whining tone. “The proud Bey X//, Having to set down like that! Well, 
what can you do?” 


I removed my hand from my weapon. Three minutes later the landing 
maneuver began. The engines stuttered as the impulse converter was 
opened up. We observed Beybo’s calculations and noted that the man was 
really an outstanding cosmonaut. He knew his business and he handled the 
ancient navtronics equipment magnificently. 


He inserted the descent data into the automatic guidance system, kicked the 
console for good measure, and then sat down in his seat. 


Outside the high-pitched whistling began. The hull warmed up 


considerably although the particle streams from the field jet reduced the air 
friction by a wide margin. The white-hot gas masses were thrust away from 
our descent path. 


When the island appeared on the viewscreen again it was further to the 
east. At an altitude of 14 kms the final turn-around was concluded. The 
bow of the Bey XII raised itself at a steeper angle tilt finally we were 
lowering vertically on our jet stream. 


During this phase I more or less held my breath, until there was a telltale 
crackling and crashing underneath us. A wall of flame engulfed the ancient 
spacecraft. Shattered trees and burning underbrush were whirled aside by 
the atomic hurricane of the engines. Beybo seemed to be accustomed to 
such things. It actually made no difference to him to land the old rust 
bucket in a tropical jungle. He knew that even the heaviest trees would be 
carbonized in the thermal blast and be swept aside by the shockwaves. 


The hydraulics gurgled audibly in the landing struts and I expected the 
worst. But after a few more moments the freighter came to a standstill. The 
stabilizer read out indicated that we were standing at an angle of 18° off 
center. Beybo waved it off negligently. He was also little disturbed when 
the chief engineer announced that the pressure in the hydraulic system had 
not only dropped 10%, but also the leaking fluid had caught fire. Instead he 
went into a number of conjectures as to how a supposedly non-flammable 
material could catch fire. 


“Maybe before takeoff you gave it a shot of catalyst fuel?” suggested 
Rhodan. 


Beybo considered this thoughtfully. Then with a habitual gesture he wiped 
his hands on his trousers. Instead of involving myself in the guessing game, 
I squeezed past the drifter pair and went with Lloyd to the exit hatch. In our 
cabin we found that our special equipment had come through the ordeal 
unscathed. We removed our light spacesuits and put on our new combat 
suits which had been manufactured on Terra and modelled after Arkonide 
commando equipment. But these were lighter in structure than the older 
designs. Most importantly, they were easier to get around in. Although the 
planet’s atmosphere was breathable we preferred to have our own oxygen 
backup system. 


Rhodan was the last to be ready. Meanwhile a ruckus and bedlam 
developed somewhere in the interior of the Bey X//. Apparently the space 
hobos had decided to fight the fire below. 


Lloyd turned on the antigrav field of his high-powered generator and 


became weightless. We reached the outer cargo lock without running into 
any of the shuttle-bums. Without ceremony, Rhodan opened up both doors 
of the lock. A wave of steaming hot air swept in against us. Beneath-us the 
underbrush was still burning. 


The all-purpose instrument on my left wrist began to tick. The Bey XII had 
saturated the area with radioactivity. Rhodan fastened on his helmet. 


“What about our other spacesuits?” asked Lloyd. Rhodan waved a hand in 
rejection. “An extra bonus for our worthy pilots. I suggest we dispense with 
our goodbyes.” 


I leaned forward and looked downward along the hull. The wobbly landing 
struts had sunk deep into the forest floor. “If they ever get off the ground 
again it'll be a wonder,” I commented. 


“T’ll leave everything in the hands of the good luck fairy,” laughed Rhodan. 
“Well? — all set?” 


I switched on my antigrav and adjusted it so that it would automatically 
equalize the planetary gravity. When I turned on my breather system, cool 
air came out of the interior helmet vents and fanned across my heated face. 
The barren rocky plateau we had seen before landing was located almost in 
the center of the island. There was no way we could miss it. 


Lloyd had brought along our high-powered transmitter which had its own 
antigrav unit and was now weightless. He pushed it out of the lock and flew 
behind it. The micro-pulser of his propulsion unit operated almost 
soundlessly. Rhodan was the next one to sail away. 


I took a last look behind me, trying to see through the black pall of smoke 
that came from the interior. Before I also turned on my flight system, 
Beybo appeared. He came out of the depths of the ship looking like a 
chimney sweep. 


“Hey — where are you going!?” he shouted. “My landing fee is 5000 
Solars! Because of you we’ve had some heavy damages. In fact I’ve never 
had it so bad! No landing was included in the price of transportation.” 


I waved at him and shoved off. Flying steeply upward, I left the Bey X// out 
of sight and mind. As I soared above the tops of the trees I saw my 
companions ahead. They were hovering in the air and beckoning to me. 


The rocky plateau was only about a half kilometer distant. The cliffs rose 
steeply from the lower landscape. We made a cautious approach and finally 
landed in an open space at the foot of the rise. Lloyd sat down on a rock 
and began to open his parapsychic faculties. Rhodan and I turned on the 
transmitter. We sent out the directional signal we had agreed upon, and 


then we left the receiver on. We waited five minutes but our tracking 
cruisers did not respond. 


“Well now!” muttered Rhodan in some surprise. 


Then I remembered to tell him about a special order I had given. The 
cruiser commanders had received instructions to maintain a 2-hour radio 
silence after tracing our re-entry shockwaves. “It seemed to be 
advantageous for us,” I concluded. 


He only nodded. But after a moment he asked: “Anyway, are you sure the 
ships have gotten here by now?” 


“Absolutely. There was no way of missing that crazy transition maneuver. 
The cruisers must have followed us immediately. Probably Claudrin is 
already in semi- space. Let’s hope his big ships won’t be spotted.” 


We connected the receiver to automatic recording and turned to have a look 
at our surroundings. Boiling hot clouds of steam were rising from the 
depths below us. The planet had not yet evolved any type of intelligent life. 
The flora was typical of a young world. The unborn continents still lay 
beneath the flood tides of the primordial sea. 


I put away my weapon. Here there was nothing to defend ourselves against. 
The light of the yellow sun was beginning to dim. Dark clouds gathered on 
the horizon, seeming to be, like giant sponges because they were so 
obviously laden with moisture. The temperature was above 140° 
Fahrenheit. The atmospheric humidity was so high that the outside of my 
suit dripped like a piece of wet laundry. 


Rhodan seemed to shudder. “I’d hate to be caught in a storm here,” he said. 
“Let’s go.” 
“Where to?” 


His faceplate had been open temporarily but now he closed it, depending 
entirely on his internal air system. After that his voice sounded slightly 
muffled. “Assuming we’ve arrived on the right planet, somebody should 
contact us sooner or later. While we’re waiting we ought to look around for 
some kind of shelter. There should be some natural caves in-this area.” 


With our antigravs on low power we were able to make prodigious jumps 
and thus make good headway. Only minutes later we discovered a veritable 
labyrinth of caverns. To the north of the rock elevations we could hear the 
surf sounds of the warm, primeval sea. Five minutes later a storm broke 
upon the island with a fury that could only be seen on such a primitive 
world as this. The thunderclaps came in such rapid succession that the 
masses of rock were shaken as if by an earthquake. The rain swept against 


the cliffs like crashing surf and the storm darkness was continuously 
interrupted by lightening. But within a short time the tempest subsided. The 
cloud covering parted and the yellow eye of the unknown sun looked down 
on the steaming land. 


Rhodan shook himself as if to be rid of the experience. Before he could 
speak, Lloyd interrupted our silence. “Something is there,” he said. 


I tensed quickly, but as I caught myself reaching instinctively for my 
weapon I laughed ironically. I noticed that Rhodan had also drawn his 
heavy thermo beamer. 


“Who is there?” he asked. “A telepath?”’ Lloyd “listened” more intensively 
within himself. “No; but the alien has a weak telepathic ability. I’m 
receiving him quite clearly. I don’t know if he can trace me — maybe he’s 
just aware of my presence.” 


A sense of apprehension motivated me to go outside. Far and wide there 
was no one to be seen. Meanwhile, Lloyd continued to confirm that he had 
parapsychic contact with someone. 


No robots! — my extra brain told me. Watch yourself! 


Naturally Lloyd could not have detected a robot. So my theory was turning 
out to be false. But since when had the Posbis been in contact with true 
living beings? Whom had they sent here? Or — and this thought was the 
most disturbing — did this strange request for a meeting have nothing to do 
with the Posbis? In this case we would have suffered a setback, no matter 
who might be waiting for us. In the present stage only a contact with the 
Posbis was of interest to us. 


Our radio transceivers came to life. Somebody started talking without 
making the slightest effort to give us a preliminary greeting. The voice was 
entirely without modulation. The words were in Arkonide, from which the 
present-day Intercosmo had been derived. Something was not right on this 
primitive world. 


The voice rang from our speakers: “I had asked for the visit of two persons 
only.” 


Rhodan nodded to me and I depressed my transmission key. “We 
understood that,” I said, “but I was not willing to do without a servant. Do 
you feel endangered?” 

The unknown speaker was silent for a moment. “No. [ll accept that,” he 
finally answered. His agreement didn’t surprise me. “Am I speaking with 
His Eminence, the Imperator?” 


Rhodan was startled. The situation was becoming more bewildering. Who 
among the Posbis could know how to address me by my official title? 


“Gonozal the 8th speaking,” I confirmed. 

“T thank you for coming.” 

“Who is calling?” 

“Willy.” 

In my long existence I had experienced many things, but never anything 
like this under the circumstances. Rhodan deliberately checked his beamer. 


I suspected that Perry figured we had walked into a trap. Lloyd continued 
his telepathic sensing with closed eyes. 


“Who is Willy?” I inquired. 
“The baby nurse.” 
“How’s that. . .?” 


The one who called himself “Willy” did not reply. I was astounded, and 
Rhodan looked at me non-plussed. Lloyd tried to signal us with his hands. I 
didn’t know what he was trying to convey to us until he spoke. 


“Willy is using a translator device. The term “baby nurse’ is the closest he 
can come to an alien concept.” 


That made a little more sense but it was still amazing that someone under 
these circumstances would refer to himself as such. So he was a baby sitter, 
but for what? 


“Are you the true life?” I asked. “Did the true life send you?” Now it would 
be decided whether Willy was an emissary of the robot dynasty or a 
completely new figure in the cosmic game of power. 


“T am the true life. I love the Innermost and protect it. I extend my welcome 
to you. The Terran Administrator is also with you.” 


It was more a statement than a question. Undoubtedly the landing of the 
Bey XII had been observed and duly evaluated. I felt relieved. The meaning 
of “the true life’ was complicated but recently we had more or less figured 
it out. 


“True life” did not have to be 100% mechanical, although at our first 
meeting with the Posbis we had assumed this. Their synthetic plasma 
sectors had an organic structure similar to that of biological tissue. On the 
other hand the alien matter structure of the Laurins was considered to be 
“false life.” Such knowledge had brought us a great step forward in our 
penetration of the mystery. Nevertheless it was still baffling to us why 
soulless robots even without these additional synthetic elements were also 


referred to as the “true life.” 


“T am waiting, Your Eminence,” announced Willy. Whereupon he 
proceeded to tell us where he could be found. “I have come alone,” he 
added with emphasis. 


There was a crackling sound in my loudspeaker as he cut off. Rhodan 
concealed our transmitter in the back of the cave and shielded it with an 
energy field. For a moment I listened to the reassuring hum of my built-in 
power pack. The next thing I checked was my watch. About an hour and a 
half had elapsed since our landing. The cruiser commanders would be 
answering our radio call within 30 minutes at the latest. In case of 
emergency, even sooner. Willy did not seem to know that we had backed 
ourselves up with reinforcements. 


Rhodan seemed to be thinking about the same subject. His tone was 
troubled. “This entity is undoubtedly intelligent enough to realize that the 
two leading men of the known galaxy would not come to a strange world 
without adequate backup.” 


“One thing you don’t suffer from is an inferiority complex, Barbarian,” I 
challenged him. 


He understood me. We knew each other well enough to mutually see 
through our masks of self-control and level-headedness. Whenever I 
reminded him that the rapid rise of the Terrans could only be attributed to 
my own people, he knew that I was inwardly worked up. On the other 
hand, whenever he spoke slowly and emphatically and his lean features 
exhibited a certain hardness, I knew that he was no less agitated than I was. 


“We are the most important men in the galaxy,” he said apathetically. 
“Willy must know that we’re no fools. How is it he’s meeting us alone? Is 
this creature so well protected that even a company of special commandos 
couldn’t handle him? Or does he have such words of wisdom for us that he 
would be invulnerable on that basis alone? Lloyd — what’s your impression 
of Willy?” 

Fellmer gave us a somewhat helpless look: “He’s screening himself off. He 
noticed it before when I probed him. But I don’t detect any malignance in 
his emanations. If anything a kind of subtle wisdom, I might say.” 


“So now we have a philosopher to contend with,’ Rhodan sighed. “All 
right, let’s go. Certainly our unknown friend won’t mind if we turn on our 
defense screens, do you think?” 


He stared at us quizzically. These Terrans would never stop being a 
suspicious lot. Once anyone had won their friendship it could be relied on. 


But woe to any intelligences who in their opinion had to be approached 
with caution. Even if a mistake was involved there was always a lingering 
prejudice. Perhaps this was the weakest point in the otherwise magnificent 
character of earthmen. 


We shouldered our heavy energy weapons, activated our antigravs to 0.25 
g, and sprang up the rocky slopes. Within a few minutes we sighted the 
plateau. It was irregularly formed, measuring about 50 meters in length. To 
the north it fell away steeply to the sea. There were only a few large 
outcroppings of rock in evidence. When I strained my eyes to look for our 
host I suddenly saw the monster. Something glided out of the spongy 
jellyfish body. I caught an impression of tubular arms and a dangerous 
glittering at the end of them. 


It was probably an instinct of thousands of years which caused me to dive 
for cover and raise my weapon. The 6-ft spherical body of the creature 
swelled visibly and took on a violet hue. Before I could fire I heard a 
horrible outcry. I thought at first that Rhodan or Lloyd had been attacked 
with an unknown weapon, but then I realized that Willy had emitted the 
sounds. 


His-huge body seemed to rise from the ground as his broad supporting 
surfaces retracted to complete his spherical appearance. At the same time, 
many hundreds of glittering crystals appeared beneath his body at the ends 
of an equal number of little crooked arms. I was astonished to see that 
Willy was beginning to rotate. The rotation became so swift that the eye 
could hardly follow the motion. The stumpy feet turned into a composite 
boring head which enabled the creature to bore into the hard rock as if it 
were so much loose silt. 


Shrieking pitiably, Willy practically dove into the ground and disappeared 
in a rising dust cloud. I couldn’t believe my eyes until I heard Rhodan 
laughing. I had seldom heard such guffaws from him before. Lloyd was 
grinning, and I looked uncertainly at my beamer, realizing I had come 
within a hair of killing a harmless creature. 


“What, pray tell, was that?” I asked, finally. 


Willy’s voice rang in our helmet speakers. “Nobody trusts me,” he 
complained. “Am I so terrible in your eyes? Can I come out again?” 
“Please — of course!” I answered. “It was all a mistake. What did you have 
on the ends of those tubes?” 


“You mean my arms,” replied the baby sitter. “The boring crystals glitter in 
the light. Other beings always mistake them for something dangerous. It’s a 


pity.” 

We walked to the edge of the hole and found it to be quite shallow. Willy 
had pressed his pliable body as flat as a pancake against the bottom. Also, 
he had taken on the color of his surroundings. I looked into three eyes that 
Willy had raised on three stalks from the trembling tissue of his body. 


“T’m just a little coward,” he informed us. “These fear symptoms are just an 
involuntary characteristic of my species, but on many worlds they are 
interpreted as cowardice. Isn’t that so?” 


We attempted to reassure him and calm him down. Meanwhile, Lloyd 
confirmed to us that the jellyfish creature had really come here alone. 


Slowly the thing puffed itself up again. With six tentacular extensions it 
hoisted itself up over the rim of the hole and then pattered out onto the 
plateau with multiple tiny steps. “I am old, so I suffer more from the cold 
than the young ones,” Willy explained in a low tone. 


“But it’s 143° Fahrenheit!’ exclaimed Rhodan. 


“Whatever your system of measurement may be, I am cold,” insisted our 
host. His stalky eyes extended more and examined us one after the other. “I 
am happy that you have come. Was my invitation too presumptuous?” 


“Let’s say it was a little enigmatic,” I answered. “Now let’s get to the heart 
of the matter. We would like to speak to the superior controlling entity of 
the Posbis — no matter if it is mechanical or organic.” 


Willy’s translator device finally came into view. He had kept it concealed 
under one of the skin folds of his massive body. As a result we could hear 
him somewhat more clearly. “Posbis!? What a strange name!” exclaimed 
the alien. “Of course you mean the true life?” 


“I mean the Posbis. You no doubt can understand the concept of a 
commanding unit that issues orders.” 


“Two commanding units!” came the correction through the translator. I 
heard Perry clear his throat suggestively. From that point on he took over 
the conversation. Belatedly I realized that our discourse had already entered 
the negotiating stage. But I must say that things suddenly took a strange 
turn. 


We were startled by a roll of thunder. Willy screeched again in alarm and 
became a living rock drill. I took cover from the flying splinters of stone 
and looked toward the south. The blunt bow of the Bey XII appeared 
between the giant treetops. Its hull was engulfed in a tornado of flames, but 
it kept on rising out of the dense blue-green foliage. 


Once above the treetops the ancient ship appeared to struggle to stabilize 
itself. The lateral drive jets near the bow let loose with a bellow and then 
the thundering became an infernal bedlam. Beybo was making a crash 
takeoff as if he were trying to escape from a superior enemy force. We 
waited until the freighter disappeared into the misty sky. Willy was still 
whimpering. I was thinking how really harmless these creatures were, but 
then I suddenly changed my opinion when our helmet speakers started to 
rattle. 


Beybo was yelling over our frequency. He had probably been monitoring 
our conversation with the jellyfish emissary. His bellowing was so 
punctuated with foul insults and swearing that I couldn’t make out what he 
was really trying to say. I tried, but I didn’t get that far. 


In close proximity to the pale color splotch of the actual sun, another star 
appeared. Beybo’s voice broke off abruptly. I kept staring into the sky until 
the blue- white glare made me close my eyes. Rhodan pulled me to cover 
behind a boulder. Moments later a howling shockwave hit us and whirled 
us across the ground. In fact Lloyd was plummeted into the abyss beyond 
the plateau. Perry and I hung on desperately to the edge of the cliff. 


It took a considerable time for the hurricane to subside. We had felt the 
peripheral effects of a high-yield nuclear reaction. The angry thunderings 
rippled away into the distance. Beneath us the primeval sea was in an 
uproar. I called out to Lloyd and suddenly he emerged from the water. His 
hermetically sealed spacesuit had saved him from drowning. 


Then we looked up again in silence, ignoring Willy’s whimpering. The 
glowing ball of fire had spread out, turning a violet hue. On its edges it was 
turning red. We knew that somebody had destroyed the Bey XII. The last 
words of the star drifter came to my mind. From what I had been able to 
make out, he had spotted a ship that was opening fire on him. 


“But which ship?” I thought out loud. A dark look from Rhodan confirmed 
my worst suspicions. Certainly our own cruisers could not have attacked 
Beybo. Rhodan’s hand dropped to his belt and came up with the thermo 
beamer. 


He aimed its field emitter at Willy’s hole. “You can come out now, friend,” 
he said in a hard tone of voice. “And you can stop pretending to be so 
harmless.” 


“The one with the hair on his face was disobedient!” cried Willy, panic 
stricken. “I forbade him to leave the planet. I have no control over what 
may happen now!” 


“If people are generally killed when in your opinion they have been 
disobedient, that leaves me with nothing to say,” retorted Rhodan heatedly. 
“Come out of your hole!” 


Willy puffed himself into view again. His diamond-hard foot-claws grated 
against the stone. His huge bulk sat before us, glowing and pulsating with 
fear. His tentacle arms hung loosely at his sides. I was filled with 
compassion for the creature. I didn’t have to make a plea to Rhodan since 
his weapon arm sank toward his belt again. I could see that he was 
struggling with himself. 


“It’s tactically unwise to spare this creature,” he said finally. Angrily he 
shoved the beamer into its holster. “Other intelligences wouldn’t have 
hesitated a second to shoot him. Why are we always so considerate?” 


I looked at him for some time. Far above us the atomic sun was waning in 
brightness. We knew that the Bey X// no longer existed. 


“Why? My friend, the Terrans have grown up. They’re no longer as quick 
on the trigger as they used to be. I find that to be very good.” 


“Others laugh about it. They consider it a weakness. Respect for God’s 
creatures is interpreted as an unfitness of the species. As consequence this 
leads our many enemies to false conclusions, which in turn can lead to the 
outbreak of useless wars of aggression. Only the strong can win power and 
keep it.” 

“It all depends on what you mean by strength. The concept is not at all 
synonymous with a volley of salvos from attacking fleets or planets 
bursting into atomic infernos.” He waved the whole thing off with a violent 
movement of his hands and straightened up from his crouched position. 
Cautiously, Willy extended two of his eye stalks. 


“You are really the true life,” the creature announced. “My mission will not 
be in vain. I have come to ask for your help. It is painful for me to remind 
you, Perry Rhodan, that we have also helped your people. Now it’s your 
turn.” 


I wanted to say something but found words inadequate to express my 
surprise. Here was a completely new aspect of the situation. The Posbis 
were asking us for help? — of all people, considering our technical and 
military inferiority to them? The tremendously advanced positronic 
commander, whose existence we could no longer doubt, must have long 
since calculated that a single fragment ship possessed the combative power 
of a whole Arkonide squadron. So why should they ask for our help? 
Above all — against whom did they need such support? 


Fellmer Lloyd attracted out attention. “I’m picking up a lot of brain 
impulses. They are Posbis, sir. A ship is preparing to land. It must be 
carrying thousands of robots. The plasma impulses are unmistakable.” 


In spite of Willy’s outcry, our flight into the primordial jungle began. We 
had lost faith in him. At any rate, so far we had never met a Posbi with the 
good characteristics that the jellyfish emissary was trying to sell us on. 


“Stay!” he called plaintively. “Stay and believe! There is a ship that is not 
under the influence of the hate circuit of the mechanical brain — it is under 
the will of the true life. Stay!” 


We climbed into the upper terraces of the jungle. Our defense screens had 
been turned off to minimize any danger of tracking our field radiations. 
Rhodan kept calling himself a fool. We reached the island’s shoreline and 
hid ourselves in a tide-flushed cavern. Then we heard the nearing thunder 
of a descending major-class space vessel. 

How well we knew this sound! It sounded the same as when a supergiant of 
the Imperium or Universe class ripped through the atmosphere of a planet 
at high velocity. 


5. 
POSBI JOURNEY 


In our haste we had left our heavy transmitter behind. However, our micro- 
transceivers were strong enough to establish contact with the fleet in its 
present position. Our first call elicited the response of the THEODORICH. 
Commodore Jefe Claudrin was at the microphone. 
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. came out of the liberation zone 3 minutes ago, sir,” he announced. 
“Tracking your transition warps was nothing. You are located on a planet 
called Sumath, at a distance of 4816 light years from Arkon. The yellow 
sun is nameless. We’re tracking 3 fragment ships. One of them is entering 
the atmosphere there, which is very steamy, incidentally. Your orders, sir?” 


I hit the magnetic releases of my helmet and threw it back on my neck. The 
moist hot air smelled of mold and marsh gases. We could still hear the 
approaching thunder. 


“No attack!” I advised hastily. “I believe the jellyfish creature. Let’s not 
throw away all our chances. Wait for further messages but try in the 
meantime to block off the planet. If other fragment ships show up, don’t 
shoot unless you are attacked. I want to see how the situation develops.” 


Rhodan instructed the commodore to follow my suggestions. The contact 
was then cut off. We heard no more from Willy. He was probably still 
hiding in his hole like an ostrich. A wise man didn’t necessarily have to be 
brave, I reflected. In Willy the Posbis had chosen a negotiating partner 
whose limited adaptive capacity was disturbing. But perhaps there was no 
other entity they could have relied upon. 


A gigantic shape loomed in the misty sky. Powerful shockwaves whipped 
up the sea water and our cave was filled with mud and silt. We didn’t have 
any alternative but to abandon our dubious refuge. 


“We’ve been spotted!” announced Fellmer Lloyd. “They’ve detected our 
individual cell oscillations.” 


I looked at my radiation sensor. The needle had swung way over, which 
was an indication that they had also triangulated our position by 
technological means. 


“T wonder why they shot down the Bey XII,” pondered Rhodan aloud. 


The question remained unexplained although I could imagine why they had 


done it. The Posbis didn’t want anybody to know what was going on. If 
Beybo had gotten away, he certainly wouldn’t have remained silent about 
his unusual transportation assignment. Probably nothing would have 
happened to him if he had followed instructions. But the freighter’s 
destruction also indicated that for the Posbis the end justified the means. So 
what was the conclusion to be drawn? Until now we were here because we 
had been asked to render assistance. If we continued to remain hidden, they 
would force us to do their bidding. 


Aside from the fact I couldn’t imagine how we could be of service to the 
Posbis, it seemed that the kidnapping of two galactic statesmen would be a 
bit illogical. Why hadn’t they asked for qualified scientists, technicians or 
military experts? Experts could do more than Rhodan or myself. Our 
knowledge was versatile but we were not specialized in anything. 


I gave up trying to figure it out. The thundering swelled again like an 
approaching hurricane, only to subside as quickly. A monstrous ship 
hovered motionlessly above the primordial sea, seeming to be larger than 
the island itself. It was a typical fragment ship whose outward form was 
like the surrealistic dream of a madman. 


The approximately cubical hull was a distortion of uneven surfaces, 
protuberances, turrets and galleries. The arrangement of its propulsion units 
was marked only by the violet shimmering of its jets. 


We retreated into the tropical forest, flying low over the ground, until we 
reached the area where the Bey X/I had landed. The radioactivity in the 
clearing offered good protection against being traced. Here Rhodan wanted 
to compare notes and I found that he had also come to my way of thinking. 


“We came here to make a contact,” he said. “Now if we disappear, the 
whole thing will be without purpose. Naturally we run the danger of being 
kidnapped and used as hostages. But what argues against that is the fact 
that the Posbis don’t have to play games. They are militarily superior to us. 
Only the weak and disadvantaged must resort to treachery. So what do you 
think, Atlan?” 

I had already reached a decision. “The attack on the freighter and the 
arrival of the fragment ship caused us to overreact. We should go back to 
Willy.” 

“So you mean we should voluntarily place ourselves in the hands of the 
Posbis? I hope you realize that the crew of this ship consists only of bio- 
robots.” 


“But according to Willy,” I reminded him, “these robots are not under the 


control of the mechanical brain. I particularly remember the words, ‘hate 
circuit,’ which he used in connection with the master brain. What is a hate 
circuit?” 

He’s asking us not to complicate the situation. He guarantees our well- 
being.” 

“Does he say anything about freedom?” 

“Only our well-being, sir.” 


We were still hesitating when Claudrin contacted us again. This time he 
was considerably more nervous. 


“We’re tracking at least 100 fragment ships,” he told us. “They’re swinging 
into an attack formation. The Monza has already come under fire. But it’s 
strange — the Posbis are only using their normal energy beams. So far not a 
shot has been fired from their transformation cannons. Your orders, sir?” 


Rhodan frowned in feverish thought. Perhaps we were making a 
catastrophic mistake, but nothing was to be gained here without an element 
of risk. “Pull back, Claudrin,” the Terran ordered. “Get out of the system 
but reform your group and ask Reginald Bell for reinforcements. I presume 
we’ ll be going on board a fragment ship. Everything’s pointing that way.” 
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“But, sir! You can’t take such a chance — ! 


“If we lose this opportunity for a contact it can mean the end of our 
civilization. Do you have a telepath on board?” 


“No. We couldn’t arrange for one in time.” 
“Can you determine whether or not the bio-brain impulses are hostile?” 


“Our sensors don’t pick up anything. But it looks as if those shots are only 
intended to be a warning.” There was a note of despair in Claudrin’s voice. 
“How can I contact you later, sir? Mr. Bell will tear my head off if I just let 
you go like this. Shouldn’t I come and get you out of that trap? I have two, 
space jets in the launching lock. In 10 minutes they can —” 


Rhodan interrupted him with an emphatic “That is all, Commodore!” And 
he cut off his micro-transceiver. 


The low, steady drone of thunder was still in the air. Apparently the 
engines of the hovering Posbi ship were in running standby for a takeoff. 
We didn’t talk very much now. The die had been cast. We turned on our 
propulsors and glided upward between the trees. When we rose above the 
jungle we could see countless black dots emerging from the spaceship’s 
airlocks. Lloyd confirmed that they were robots. 


Faster than we had planned, we floated over to the plateau, where we could 


see Willy in the distance. He had wrapped the mass of his body around a 
large boulder and had the appearance of a pulsating lighthouse. 


With my weapon ready to fire I landed lightly on the ground. The hum of 
my- propulsion unit ceased, and normal gravity returned. 


“You have come!” said Willy, again using his translator. It almost seemed 
to me that this time his words sounded modulated. It had to be an illusion, 
however, because I knew of no translator device with such characteristics. 


“What was that again about a ‘hate circuit,’ Willy?” I asked. “Which side is 
operating that spaceship?” 

“Only the servers of the Innermost. There is no danger. The Innermost is 
overriding the commands of the Machine. You shouldn’t ask so many 
questions, young friend. I mean well.” 


Willy’s stalky eyes shimmered as impersonally as before. Nor did their 
expression change when the robots started landing around us. The outward 
appearance of these Posbis was approximately human. We had since 
learned that they had been built by the extinct beings of Mechanica, who 
were the greatest robot technicians of the galaxy. 


Rhodan still held his weapon ready whereas I had lowered mine. I recalled 
an old proverb of the Terrans — something to the effect that if you’re going 
to play with matches you’re liable to get burned. But there was no way out 
now. 


“We’re like young dogs chasing a lion,” muttered Rhodan half-aloud to 
himself. “Willy, we’re reminding you of your invitation. One takes care of 
his guests.” 

“So it is.” 

I was about to start breathing easier when suddenly the weapon arm of a 
Posbi jerked up and aimed at us. The movement was incredibly swift. My 
eyes saw the greenish lightwaves encircling my body before my mind 
could grasp what was happening. Rhodan and Lloyd were also caught in 
the shimmering energy. I wanted to shoot and cry out in a sudden burst of 
rage, but I didn’t get that far. My body fell asleep. Before I lost 
consciousness I could still hear Willy’s translator. 

“You see, taking care of our guests and friends means to keep them from 
harm, to control their instinctive actions and to narcotize their sense of 
panic.” 

A dark mist rolled over my eyes. My last thoughts were concerned with the 
peculiarity of the weapon that had been used on us. I had not sensed any 


painful shock which would have been typical of a normal nerve ray. The 
Posbis must have been working with the narco weapons of the Mechanica 
people. 


It seemed as if I could hear someone singing. It was an undulation of tones 
that I could sense more than hear. I opened my eyes but experienced no 
pain in the process. 


Rhodan was already awake. The Terran’s physical resistance seemed to 
have recovered more swiftly from the effects of the narco shot. I sat up 
abruptly. Lloyd lay motionlessly beside us. In pressing my hands against 
what I thought was the ground or the deck under me I gripped into a 
yielding mass that felt like foam rubber. 


“Hello,” Rhodan said dryly. “You can dispense with a temper tantrum. I’ve 
already had one for you. Can you tell me where Willy is?” 


I looked around and pointed to a pulsating creature who was spread out like 
a half- dome on the deck. I was about to tell him that Willy was right close 
to us, but then I discovered still more of the strange intelligences. They 
were so similar to each other that one could not differentiate them. 

Rhodan laughed. He seemed to be royally amused. “There’s no end to the 
surprises, right? Don’t grip the floor so tightly. You’re sitting on a Willy.” 

I looked down, horrified. An eye extended on a stalk between my outspread 
legs. 

A metallic translator voice spoke to me: “Is everything all right with you, 
friend? Do you feel any acceleration pressure?” 

“No, thank you very much,” I answered automatically. But I immediately 
lifted my hands from the creature. 

“That won’t do any good,” said Perry ironically. “The whole room is full of 
them. We have a bunch of mattress Willys —” 

“Mattress what?” I interrupted him. 

“Their sole task is to protect transport material by shielding it from the 
deck plates. It seems the Posbis don’t consider it necessary to transform 
their Spartanly furnished spaceships into luxury liners, just for the sake of 
transporting plasma.” 

When he looked at me meaningfully I realized that he must have been 
conscious for some time. He had already learned what was going on. 


“Your powers of observation are fabulous,” - he answered sarcastically. “I 
wasn’t knocked out at all but I remained quiet. At the last moment I 
managed to switch on my defense screen, but the Posbis seemed not to take 
notice of it. That was a stronger proof than anything else that these 
machines are not under the control of the hypertronic robot brain on the 
central planet.” 


“Tf not, then what?” 


“Do you remember the plasma tower on Everblack? It was filled with 
dome-like containers which contained living plasma. I assume that there 
are still larger concentrations of the bio-tissue on the central world we’re 
looking for. It’s been proved that such concentrations not only can produce 
instinctual reactions, but thoughts as well. The Posbis here seem to be 
directed by this central plasma brain, as I call it. This means that their 
positronics, in their basic behavior patterns, are controlled by the synthetic 
‘true life’. Their little plasma brain sections can counteract the guidance 
impulses of the master positronicon.” 


“Will wonders never cease!” I commented. 


An unseen loudspeaker suddenly thundered at us: “Welcome on board the 
protective mother, Your Eminence!” 


I looked around in some confusion, but Perry also had a ready explanation. 


“You just heard from the six commander brains in the control central. They 
also greeted me. The translators they use come up with some strange word 
structures. By ‘protective mother’ they mean mother ship — in other words, 
the vessel we’re in now. Actually it’s a transporter whose crew is made up 
of plasma-guided Posbis and a group of Willys. Are you gradually getting 
the picture?” 


When I only stared at him he laughed and reached out to feel my pulse. 
“Don’t drive me out of my mind!” I exclaimed. 


He waved off my concern. “It’s all quite simple. After our discovery of the 
dark planets, Frago and Everblack, we assumed that the local plasma brains 
there were augmented thru a process of bio-chemical cell division. That 
was an error. Neither on Frago nor on Everblack is there any installation 
that can synthetically generate the plasma. The conveyor belt setup that one 
of our commando teams saw on Frago was not involved in the generation 
of plasma. That equipment was merely activating the tissue masses that 
were brought by this ship to the individual planet bases. The actual 
cultivation of it only occurs on the central world. Willy calls himself the 
‘baby nurse’ because he and his kind are responsible for this transporter. 


There are about 100 of these spherical blobs on board, who all refer to 
themselves as Willy. That must also be due to a faulty translation. As you 
see, Willies can be anything. Without their elastic cushioning I wouldn’t 
have been able to stand the takeoff acceleration. It seems the Posbis only 
cut in their inertial absorbers at about 20 g’s.” 


“Quite correct,” said a Willy. An eye stalk appeared between my legs 
again. 

“Well that was very nice of you,” I said without being quite aware of what 
I was trying to say. I was thinking about Rhodan’s perplexing explanation. 


However, my words seemed to elicit a storm of delight. Suddenly there 
were eye Stalks sticking out everywhere from the living cushions beneath 
us, and at least 50 Willies began to speak all at once. The jellyfish monsters 
who were sitting around the sides of the cargo hold extended their arms as 
if waving. An indefinable feeling of joy and affection began to well up 
within me. I stroked the soft substance under me and it turned a rosy color 
under my touch. Other Willies formed a pillow for me and pushed me 
gently back against it. Thus I obtained a very comfortable sitting position. 


From this I knew definitely that the alien intelligences were not only 
harmless but also lovable. At my age I had long since recognized the fact 
that Nature’s creatures were not to be judged by their physical form. The 
only thing I was wondering about was how much power they wielded here. 
By all appearances they didn’t have much of a say-so. I knew that Rhodan 
had gathered some information from the Willies. When I asked him about it 
he confirmed my suspicions. 


“They were very willing to inform me. We are being flown to the central 
world where the master plasma brain is expecting us. However, our friends 
seem to be troubled about one difficulty. They don’t know how the giant 
positronicon is going to react. The main mechanical brain must be larger 
and more powerful than the former robot regent on Arkon 3. Our 
assumption regarding the division of authority was correct. There are two 
commanding units. One of them is a robot brain and the other is a 
biologically living concentration of plasma tissue with astonishing mental 
capacities. Both of them are connected by means of semi-organic nerves or 
contacts which have evolved what Van Moders refers to as a ‘hypertronic 
linkage.’ What I wouldn’t have expected is the strange schism between the 
plasma and the robot brain. Each unit tries to more or less out fox the other 
one. This time the plasma has won out, or we wouldn’t be on board this 
ship. And as an example the Willies feel a certain revulsion against the 
computer logic of the machine brain.” 


A general hubbub of voices ensued again. Some of the jellyfish creatures 
sought to distort their elastic bodies so as to take on a human form. I was 
duly astonished but I was mostly concerned about the inferences of 
Rhodan’s statements. 


It was now certain that we had not been invited here by the master 
positronicon but by its organic competitor. No one had to tell me what that 
could lead to. On almost all the worlds I had visited during my 10000 years 
of life there had always been some form of jurisdictional disputes. Here it 
was all over again but in a considerably more complicated form. 


Rhodan whispered to me that the quiescence of the Posbis until now was 
attributable to the machine brain. For the first time it had been overcome by 
tricks of robot logic when I had come to ask for help on behalf of Terra 
against the Laurin threat. Then after that we had been ruthlessly attacked 
again. Now these mysteries were beginning to be clarified. For the present, 
however, we could not see how the central plasma commander had been 
able to convince the positronicon of the need of an invitation to us. In any 
case we could be sure that our flight to the unknown central world of the 
Posbis was not going to be exactly a picnic — in spite of the fact that our 
“baby sitter” friends were doing everything possible to help our situation. 


Rhodan nodded to confirm that we understood each other. He also knew 
that our lives were dangling by a thread. What would happen if the 
positronicon suddenly changed its mind? For a gigantic brain of the regent 
type, any slight offence that a living being failed to notice would be enough 
provocation to cause it to alter its decisions and decrees in a matter of 
moments. This was a continuous source of danger to us. 


Another thought came to me. “Do you think it’s possible for the main 
plasma brain to control all command outlets on the central world — at least 
temporarily?” 

“I’ve been waiting for that question,” Perry confessed. “No, it doesn’t look 
like it. I couldn’t find out what Willy meant by a ‘hate circuit.’ Our friends 
are silent on that score. However, an inextinguishable hatred for the 
Laurins is an integral part of the programming that can’t be changed in any 
way.” 

“Programming?” I said doubtfully. “Our robotics experts, chiefly Van 
Moders, have maintained that the coupling between the mechanical and 
organic elements has evolved into a hypertronic linkage. That has brought 
totally new circuits or elements into existence which would probably make 
normal programming out of the question. Robot logic plus emotions — I 
don’t know!” 


I recalled our experiences on the Posbi world of Everblack, deep in the 
intercosmic abyss. When we temporarily put some of the robots’ organic 
elements to sleep with our narco guns, things soon got out of hand. A war 
of destruction had ensued between the mechanical repair units and the 
living tissue masses in the plasma tower. The distress cry, “Love the 
Innermost — save the Core!” still rang in my ears. I forced myself to refrain 
from further consideration of the matter. Meanwhile, Lloyd had regained 
consciousness, but he was unable to give us any further information. 


“Try to find out what they mean by a ‘hate circuit’,” I whispered to him. 


After a few moments he shook his head. The Willies had screened 
themselves against his probings. I turned to look for my weapons. The 
cargo hold was only dimly lighted but I immediately located my belt 
beamer. 


“The Posbis have taken our heavy weapons into safe keeping,” Perry 
advised me. “They don’t seem to consider our smaller hand guns to be so 
dangerous.” 


He winked at me and I tensed. Not so dangerous . . . ? Perhaps — if they 
were not mistaken in this regard. In the inside pockets of my combat suit 
were still a few items that the security officers of Solar Intelligence had 
pressed upon us. 


A howling alarm sounded. The Willies drew in their arms immediately and 
the creatures under us puffed themselves up. As I was raised into a more 
elevated position I felt the previously soft tissue harden beneath me. I 
guessed what was coming. Transitions on board the fragment ships meant 
that humans and Arkonides could be subjected to tremendous pressures. 
We knew that the Posbis used a different system. Their hyper jumps were 
more long-ranging and consumed less energy. They employed a refined 
jump technique that we would never be able to achieve. Besides, most of 
the warships of the united fleet had already been equipped with the new 
linear flight propulsion systems. Only freighters and backup units still flew 
using the older method. I held on tightly to the tissue bulges that the Willies 
had produced for me. It was like being in a contour chair. Seconds later 
there was such a burst of thunder around us that I thought I was going to 
lose my hearing. The engine sounds were like the roaring of a nuclear 
explosion. The transition shock hit me like the blow of a monster. I curled 
up screaming as I waited for the relief of dematerialization. 


My surroundings blurred into phantomesque, glimmering shapes. A voice I 
couldn’t understand faded and echoed away... 


6. 
WORLD OF A HUNDRED SUNS 


I was the first to regain consciousness. I was plagued by a terrible headache 
and my limbs felt as if they were made of lead. With a groan of pain I 
opened my belt pack in which the medical supply department had placed 
the anti-shock injection needle. I gave myself 5 mm and dispensed the 
same dosage into Rhodan. Lloyd took care of himself with his own 
pressurized hypodermic. The biochemical stabilizer worked wonders. The 
pain went away and my vision sharpened to some extent. 


The Willies did not move. I touched them with my hands and called to 
them, but they didn’t answer. A not very complimentary comment came 
from my extra brain: they’re unconscious, you fool! This was new 
information. So even the jellyfish creatures were sensitive to the brutal 
treatment of emotionless machines. 


The steady roar of the engines told me that we had returned into the 
Einstein universe. What distance had we covered? Where was. this 
mysterious central planet of the Posbis for which we had been searching so 
long and unsuccessfully? Once we had made a radio contact with it, but it 
had soon been cut off. 


I had no doubt that the overall robot ruler or “hypertronicon” was very 
changeable in its decisions. Thru a fusion with its organic “accessory” part 
a computer entity had evolved who could no longer be influenced by 
ordinary robotic logic. 


I waited until Rhodan opened his eyes. I had withstood the 
rematerialization phase considerably better than he had. Probably it was a 
result of the journey I had taken in a fragment ship only a few weeks 
previously. It took quite a while before the two Terrans were free of pain. 
The Willies also gradually regained consciousness. I heard the sounds of 
their painful murmurings, realizing that Fellmer Lloyd must be sensing 
their feelings more intensively. At present they were not mentally screened 
off from him. 


“They’re suffering terribly,’ he whispered. There was a tone of pity in his 
voice. 


“Ts there any way you can help them?” asked Perry. 


Lloyd shook his head dejectedly. It was strange in a way that we had so 
quickly become fond, of these creatures. I observed the Terrans closely. 
Only a few centuries ago they had been prejudiced against alien forms of 
life. They had even turned against other humans if their skin color was 
different. I thought back with a shudder to the time of their great religious 
wars which I had witnessed during the long years of my wanderings on 
Earth. Human souls had been confused then, barely coming into the stage 
of awakening. 


Now two representatives of this remarkable galactic race sat before me and 
concerned themselves about the well being of intelligences who were 
certainly much more alien than a dark-skinned man or some religious 
heretic out of the past. A feeling of satisfaction filled me. Day by day the 
Terrans were becoming more suitable for the task of leading the peoples of 
the galaxy. Perry’s humanity in regard to aliens had become a theme of 
galactic discussion. He had opened a whole new way of racial 
understanding. 


My forefathers had made an effort to keep peace and order thru the use of 
battleships and energy cannons. Rhodan operated otherwise. He fought first 
with placating words. Then he argued within the framework of reason, and 
he only sent in the fleet in the most extreme emergencies. 


We couldn’t do anything for the Willies. When they finally overcame their 
pain enough to start telling us about their sufferings, the commander brains 
spoke briefly again. I knew from previous experience that they were 
encased in six large steel domes that were anchored to the deck of the 
control central. The actual carrying out of all commands was naturally 
handled by the main positronicon. The plasma itself could not operate the 
controls directly. 


A viewscreen lit up and I caught my breath. I saw a large planet that was 
surrounded by two magnificent rings. It was almost like Saturn except that 
the latter only had one ring of cosmic particles. More disconcerting was the 
fact that this planet was not a dark world like the strongholds of Frago and 
Everblack. I became aware of numerous atomic suns that encircled the 
equatorial zone of the celestial orb, and I was to learn later that the planet 
also rotated. The synthetic suns stood at a mean distance of 100000 kms in 
intercosmic space. The planet also seemed to have an air envelope, which 
reminded me that the cell plasma was dependent upon oxygen. 


Had we come upon a celestial body which had been assisted by an 
unimaginable technology to be lighted and warmed by synthetic suns and 
thus found its reason for existence here in the middle of the void between 


the galaxies? There was no other explanation. The disc of the planet grew 
larger swiftly. Green continents, mountainous massifs and broad oceans 
became discernible. I realized that the Posbis had worked a miracle here — 
or had this been done by the original creators of the robots? 


“Is the air breathable for us?” Perry asked the Willies. His sense of the 
practical had overcome his initial amazement. 


Yes, the atmosphere contained sufficient oxygen for us. We were told that 
the approximately 200 atomic suns took the place of a natural sun. Almost 
involuntarily I began to calculate the energy output of the Posbi world. I 
drew a comparison to the synthetic planet, Wanderer, and the Posbis didn’t 
come off badly. 


Finally the planet was so close that it more than filled our field of vision. 
We seemed to be flying almost as fast as the speed of light so that we were 
subject to the effects of time contraction. From our point of view it was 
only a matter of minutes before we were getting ready to land. 


“The world of a hundred suns,” mused Perry. “At last it lies before us. It 
must be located deep in the intercosmos — otherwise we would have 
detected it. We could hardly have missed all those synthetic suns. We have 
penetrated more than 250000 light years into the abyss.” 


“With only one transition, sir?” The mutant was doubtful. 


“It would seem so, anyway. It’s possible that the Posbis have developed a 
technique that allows them to activate a large number of jumps in series, 
one after the other in rapid succession. That would explain the heavy strain 
we were placed under. However, for the moment it’s of no consequence.” 


And of course I shared his opinion. The retropulsion was now so severe 
that we were feeling the effects of 10 to 12 g’s. We lay flattened out on our 
unusual cushions and were close to unconsciousness. All the Willies were 
making an effort to surround us protectively. Their bodily elasticity firmed 
up to compensate for the increasing inertial forces. 


My increasing faintness was coupled with a growing need for air. Just 
when I had almost reached the limit of my resistance, the torment ceased. 
We could breathe more easily again. The vast weight on my chest seemed 
to dissolve. 


With a groan I sat up, and I was aware of the shrieking of the compressed 
air of our passage outside. The viewscreen revealed portions of the surface 
which we were apparently flying over at a dangerous speed. Rhodan’s 
arguments had set me to thinking. He was right. If his “world of a hundred 
suns” had been closer than 250000 light years to the edge of our galaxy, 


our specialists would have detected it. Judging from this we had penetrated 
so far into the void between the island universes that our minds refused to 
accept the fact. Even for our most modem specialized ships it was a 
problem to cover a distance of 200000 light years. Our propulsion systems 
weren’t suited for such a task. 


I shook off such deliberations and concentrated on what lay ahead of us. 
Industrial installations of enormous extent rushed past under the ship. 
Nevertheless these plants were evidently not built as closely together as we 
had seen on Everblack. There the surface had been like a barren desert of 
steel, with one factory standing next to the other. Here I saw repeated 
stretches of greenery, savannahs and mountains and spacious seas. Who 
had been responsible for this configuration of the world of a hundred suns? 


The central plasma, reported my extra brain. /t needs actual Lebensraum. 


I nodded thoughtfully. It could well be. By comparison the other Posbi 
planets and outlying bases were primitive. Another thought came to me. 
Could it be that the plasma had only been able to prevail upon its 
hypertronic totality to grant it more natural surroundings solely on this 
world of a hundred suns? Had this battle between the robot brain and the 
organic material started unthinkable ages ago? 


The loudspeakers blared again. “A command detail of the ‘Merciless’ will 
be expecting you for examination. There was no way to avoid it. We will 
attempt to make the procedure brief. There is no danger.” 


Rhodan stood up and sought to find firm footing on the soft substance 
under him. “Who is the ‘Merciless,’ Willy?” he inquired. 


This time only one of the jellyfish creatures answered. Perhaps it was the 
same one who had been waiting for us on the water world of Sumath. “You 
call him the robot brain, young friend.” 


“T understand,” replied Rhodan slowly. “For how long has the positronicon 
been referred to by that name?” 


“Since time beyond reckoning.” 
“Where do you come from, Willy? You’ re not from this world.” 


The alien intelligences colored visibly. It seemed to be a significant 
question. Finally Willy answered: “From beyond, we are told. We don’t 
know what that means.” 

“From beyond? From another galaxy?” 


“We don’t know. As long as we have been able to think we have been the 
keepers of the Innermost.” 


We gave up asking further questions. At any rate the Willies were in all 
probability not from our own Milky Way. I thought of the Andromeda 
Nebula which lay closest to our stellar home. If the jellyfish creatures had 
come from there, how was their dependency upon the plasma to be 
explained? Did it also originate in another galaxy? If so — who had 
originally produced it there? 


In case it’s synthetic in the first place, interjected my extra brain. A heavy 
jolt threw Rhodan off his feet. We had landed. Several Posbis appeared in a 
hatchway as the door glided open. They were carrying our heavy impulse 
beamers. 


“The weapons have to be surrendered,” explained one of the Willies, and I 
assumed it was our old acquaintance. “We will protect you.” 


Rhodan’s face expressed his doubts. The jellyfishes would protect us? They 
didn’t quite seem to grasp how helpless they were. We walked cautiously 
to the hatch opening. The Posbis remained silent. Perhaps they were not 
able to communicate. 


I turned on the symbol transformer that had been built into my combat suit. 
It made me realize for the first time that the Posbis had put out a great effort 
to construct an effective translator device. Until now we had always 
communicated by means of the typical Posbi symbols, which were then 
converted into understandable sounds by our special apparatuses. I kept my 
own device operating in the hope that I might possibly pick up some of the 
commands of the so-called ‘Merciless’. It might be well if we could be 
aware of the orders it was giving out. 


A centrally located antigrav shaft took us below. The inner arrangement of 
the ship was as nightmarish as the configuration of its outer hull. We still 
did not know why the builders had constructed such spaceships. What was 
the purpose of these convoluted creations? 


I recalled the Terran castles and fortresses of earlier times. In the course of 
centuries, formerly distinct and recognizable structures had become so 
cluttered with annexed additions, shoved one on top of the other, that only 
an expert could grasp their original purpose and design. Had the Posbis 
carried on in the same way when they discovered that their original 
constructions were too small? Had they been unable to design something 
entirely new and build it? 


I whispered my idea to Rhodan. Perhaps this might be a solution to the 
riddle. He muttered something that I couldn’t understand. 


Fellmer Lloyd reached the outer lock before me where a number of Willies 


awaited us. When the mutant stuck his head outside to sample the air, he 
drew back suddenly. He paled and his lips trembled. 


“What is it?” asked Rhodan quickly. 


“T had a powerful contact!” groaned Fellmer. “The central plasma must be 
quite close. Its individual cell emanations are overwhelming.” 


“Ts it transmitting on the psi level?” 


“No — no trace of that. It’s just the aura of it alone. In addition there are the 
typical Posbi impulses.” 


I advised him to screen himself off. The ground was more than 20 meters 
below us. To our right and left, irregular domes protruding from the ship’s 
hull obscured our view. I sprang into the glowing antigrav field and 
allowed myself to be carried downward. In doing so I noticed that we had 
landed at a spaceport that, so far as we could see, was surrounded by 
industrial installations. Probably shipyards and wharves, I thought. 


When I reached the ground I took another look around me. From where we 
stood, the atomic suns seemed to form a ring around the planet whose 
combined radiation was fully equivalent to a natural sun. On the far 
horizon, mountain peaks towered into the heavens far above the timberline. 


Rhodan tipped his helmet back on his shoulder rack. It was warm. My all- 
purpose gauge registered 86° Fahrenheit. The mean temperature here was 
probably about 73°. The, air was mild and fragrant. A cool breeze caressed 
my heated face. The world of a hundred suns would have been a glorious 
planet if it were not the stronghold of a robot dynasty. 


“So what happens now?” asked Rhodan. 


He did not have long to wait for an answer. A mechanical monster rolled 
up to us and focused its lenticular eyes on us. To the right and left of it 
stood the kind of Posbis who had given us some unpleasant experiences in 
the past. With rather mixed feelings I stared into the muzzles of their 
weapons. My symbol transformer came to life as the robots started to 
receive instructions from some central source. I waited a moment until the 
device had deciphered the input and translated it. 


“Identification positive,’ came the announcement from the transmitting 
station, which must have been close by. “They are the true life.” 

When the monstrosity immediately turned and rolled away I guessed that it 
had been analyzing our cell oscillations. I saw a smile on Rhodan’s lips but 
his eyes remained cold and alert. 


“Did you see that?” he said quietly. “They know more about us than we 


had assumed. They even have our oscillation patterns. Where could they 
have gotten them?” 


With a hint of sarcasm I gave him the answer. “You shouldn’t have let that 
Posbi ship enter the Earth’s atmosphere. Didn’t you think their many 
special instruments were picking up and analyzing everything they could? I 
consider it of the utmost urgency to arrive at an agreement with the 
commanding entities here, or sooner or later you’re going to see their fleet 
over Terra. These quasi-intelligences know very well where the focal 
points of power are to be found.” 


He seemed to swallow dryly. I had graphically pointed out what he had 
probably been suspecting for some time. 


Four Posbis approached us. A wheelless hover car flashed across the field 
and came to a stop in front of us. Two Willies requested us to climb aboard. 


“Quickly they are satisfied,’ said the translator squeakily. “Was the 
examination so painful?” 


We hurried to get away from our uncomfortable surroundings. The car 
started abruptly and went around the fragment ship, thus opening our view 
to the north. I caught my breath in amazement. Beyond the spaceport a wall 
of energy rose a kilometer toward the sky. The force lines were so densely 
concentrated that the objects surrounded by it could not be seen. At first I 
thought it was an energy dome until I realized that it was an extensive force 
grid enclosing a large area. We had seen a similar security screen on 
Everblack but it had not been as large. 


“Do you think what I think?” said Rhodan. “Judging by the grid’s curvature 
I'd say it encircled an area of about 10 square kilometers at least. That’s a 
respectable size, Arkonide! Now what would you say was in there?” 


I didn’t have to guess. The relationship here to the installation on Everblack 
was unmistakable. The energy fence served to isolate the plasma brains 
from the outside world. 


We came to a sudden stop in the approach avenue when two squat armored 
turrets rose up from the ground on either side of us. I heard the Willies cry 
out, but before we could grasp what was happening we were suddenly 
staring at the pointed weapons of our escort robots. 

A command rang out from my symbol transformer. “Get out!” It was so 
loud that it hurt my eardrums. 

More significant, however, was the fact that the master positronicon of the 
world of a hundred suns knew how to communicate with us. Rhodan was 
right. In the course of its many encounters with humans and Arkonides, the 


Posbis’ central brain had learned and registered much more than we would 
have preferred. It appeared that the giant machine took the existence of 
complex symbol transformers for granted. 

Our two Willies whimpered and cowered in a corner of the ground car, 
pulsating with fear. Lloyd’s face had become as rigid as a mask. 

Almost without moving his lips, he said tonelessly: “Watch out! I have 
contact with the plasma. It’s talking to me directly. It knows who I am. The 
robot brain is suddenly making trouble. Danger!” 


7. 
THE INTERCOSMIC STORY 


We learned a little later from Fellmer Lloyd what the danger consisted of. 
For some unknown reason the robot brain had decided to dissolve one of us 
in a biochemical solution in order to run a qualitative analysis of our basic 
makeup. I considered myself to be a fool for having accepted the invitation 
in the first place. 


Two Posbis led us into one of the steel domes. An antigav shaft carried us 
so far below that we lost track of how deep we were beneath the surface. 
Everywhere we could hear the monotonous rumbling of machinery. 
Meanwhile our mutant friend was picking up new information and we 
learned where the giant robot brain was located. It was stationed under the 
steel-plated deck that covered the area enclosed by the energy grid. Also 
the domes containing the central plasma had been constructed within the 10 
square kilometer area. A hypertronic linkage between machine and bio- 
tissue thus combined an overall entity that might well be termed the 
“hypertronicon” 


Lloyd was maintaining a continuous contact with the plasma brains. He 
learned that a bitter altercation had developed between the two 
commanding units. The plasma wanted to abide by our agreements, but the 
positronicon had suddenly changed its attitude. Something had caused the 
gigantic mechanical brain to reason that the presence here of three alien 
beings was disadvantageous. In a sense this wasn’t illogical, since I did not 
know why they had brought us to their central world in the first place. 
Given our present knowledge, our locating it later would be inevitable 
provided that we ever returned home again. 


“Continue onward!” the robot commanded through the translator. 


Rhodan kept his hand close to his raygun. It was hard to understand why 
they had not taken our hand weapons from us. Apparently the robot brain 
had not yet had any experience with relatively small arms. I recollected that 
our previous encounters with Posbis had mostly involved heavier energy 
weapons. 


We came to a stop in front of an energy grid that blocked our way. 
Television pickup lenses in the wall turned toward us like so many 
glittering eyes. 


“Careful!” advised the telepath. “We’re leaving’ the turret dome and are 
entering the restricted zone. We are to keep ourselves ready.” 


The shimmering energy curtain collapsed before us and Lloyd stepped 
forward cautiously. Before us the passage opened into a large room full of 
machines. Here the already bright light was more intensive. We passed 
through the area between humming machinery and reached a steel wall at 
the other end where two doors were located. 


Here we stopped again. Rhodan had taken up a telepathic communication 
with Lloyd and I had to depend on Perry’s signals. The two Posbis standing 
behind us had lowered their weapons. It made me wonder just how 
harmless they considered us to be. 


“We have to go through the door on the left,” whispered Lloyd. I perceived 
that the plasm brain was attempting to assert itself here — but how far did its 
power go? 

“Tll take the robot next to me,” said Perry. “Ready?” I was a bit panicked 
and wanted to ask if the plasma had instructed us to take this action. What 
would happen if we shot the robots down by mistake? 


Then Lloyd said in a louder tone: “The robots are to be destroyed — now!” 


The door on our right glided upward whereas the door to our left suddenly 
glowed with a blue light. The two guard robots stepped forward to flank us. 
When they were next to us we made our attack. With one hand I jerked my 
weapon out of its holster and with the other I hit the switch of my 
automatic defense screen. By the time I had dropped to the floor the energy 
field of my suit already surrounded me. The roar of two high-powered 
impulse beamers drowned out the sound of the machinery in the 
underground city. Two streams of fire struck the Posbis, knocked them 
back and caused them to explode. 


I was spun across the floor by the impact of the shockwave. Lloyd let out a 
cry of pain. Rhodan had suddenly disappeared but I quickly discovered him 
lying at the foot of a machine pedestal. One of the Posbis was glowing 
white hot and began to rotate on the floor. There were only fragments left 
of the other one. 


We got up swiftly and ran to the blue door. It opened quickly enough to 
offer us protection from other robots that were rushing to the scene. 
“Fellmer!” shouted Rhodan. 

I bent down and helped him to grasp the mutant. Lloyd must have turned 


on his screen a second too late. He had been struck in the leg by a flying 
splinter. We dragged him through the hatchway and the door closed so 


quickly that it almost caught my right foot. Panting and still holding our 
weapons ready, we leaned against the metal wall of a lighted passage. 
Behind us it seemed that a battle had begun, but nobody tried to break 
down the door. 


“We’re in the zone of influence of the plasma,” announced the mutant. “No 
— don’t go on. We’re supposed to wait for a pickup vehicle.” 


It was 5 minutes before the flat-bed ground car came through the tunnel for 
us. A Willy sat on a rear seat bench and his translator began operating 
immediately. 


“We are sincerely sorry for this disturbance. Is anyone wounded?” I was 
already opening the fastenings of Lloyd’s suit. The wound looked bad. A 
glowing piece of steel had penetrated Fellmer’s suit and opened his thigh. 
Rhodan was breathing heavily in anger. Without a word we tore open our 
first-aid kits and sprayed the wound with bioplastic. The bleeding stopped 
at once. Whether or not there was a danger of infection I couldn’t tell at the 
moment. 


“That’s all we needed,” grunted Perry. “How do you feel, Fellmer?” 


He smiled through his pain. “You don’t have any luck with me, sir,” he 
whispered. “On the last important mission that you made alone with me I 
got sick on you and now this. Of course I should have turned on my screen 
sooner.” 


“There’s no reason for any self-reproach. You were busy with your 
telepathy: Does it hurt much?” 


“Nothing I can’t take, sir. My leg burns like fire.” 


The Willy spoke up. “We will help. Place your friend in the car. The 
Innermost has everything necessary to heal wounded tissues immediately.” 


Lloyd tensed fearfully. “No, not that!” he exclaimed. “Who knows what 
will happen to me then? Ill develop antibodies against the alien substances 
they might give me. You can’t tell what kind of plasma will be used.” 


“We will heal you,” insisted the jellyfish creature. Its stalky eyes appeared 
to glitter. “You must hurry. The Innermost cannot assert itself much longer. 
You are not safe here.” 


We lifted Lloyd onto the car and it got under way immediately. I was not 
much interested in the long passages we traversed. Numerous cross- 
passages which apparently connected to the various control points of the 
hypertronic brain were all blocked off by energy screens. I had the 
impression that the avenue we were taking was a kind of neutral zone. 


Nevertheless I couldn’t understand why the robot brain itself had not been 
more on the alert with us. Just having two Posbis to guard us seemed a bit 
careless. 


Rhodan shared my concern. “The Arkonide Regent would have knocked us 
out of action long before this, but here things are different. The central 
plasma resisted the decision on the other side and that’s probably how we 
got through the danger zone. Just don’t count on this apparent vacillation of 
mood if the Posbis should be seriously threatened. Whenever the plasma 
and the positronicon get together they should be a far more dangerous 
opponent. The robot brain is more or less asleep at the switch, you might 
say, or our hand weapons would have been taken from us.” 


A half hour passed before we finally glided upward, car and all, in an 
antigrav lift. A mighty airlock door appeared. In front of it lay a number of 
motionless Posbis. Several of the “baby sitters” were waiting for us. 


“Tam Willy,” announced one of them. He may have been “our” Willy. 
“Quickly. We can’t offer resistance much longer. The ‘Merciless’ is 
employing special circuits.” 

I perceived that the lock was the dividing line between plasma and 
positronicon. Once we passed through it the nervousness of the Willies 
seemed to subside. We were taken up in other lifts until suddenly we saw 
the light of the atomic suns. I stumbled into a room with transparent walls 
and squinted against the blinding light. Rhodan was beside me. 


“Aha!” he exclaimed. “We are inside the energy wall. Do you see the 
domes?” 


I saw them indeed! An incredible number of dome like structures, 
hemispheres all filled with biochemical plasma, surrounded our present 
location. On the world of a hundred suns there was not just one plasma 
tower such as we had found on Everblack. Here gigantic containers had 
been erected which in turn were surrounded by large open areas. In the 
center of all this we discovered a structure that was almost 40 meters in 
diameter. Outwardly it looked like one of the gas storage tanks that were 
once used by large utility companies on Earth. 


Each plasma dome appeared to have its own power supply and _ air- 
conditioning unit. I looked in amazement at the complicated maze of 
conduits and cable connections that ran into the ground next to each of the 
structures. So this was the fabulous central plasma brain. 


The Willies led us out of the antigrav foyer to the outside. They pressed us 
to hurry. Lloyd was carried by two Posbis who, by their conduct, seemed to 


be again under control of the living brains. All this was gradually getting 
me confused. I made an effort not to try to comprehend the 
incomprehensible. 


The paving material under our feet was as hard as steel. We walked across 
to the “gas storage tank,” the entrance of which was once more screened off 
by an energy grid. We had no sooner entered the place than we realized that 
we were in the main control center of the plasma brains. That we were also 
in a translator room came to our attention when the loudspeakers began to 
thunder. 


We were again spoken to in perfect Arkonide yet I asked myself how much 
we could rely on this monstrous entity. 


ok 


We had been informed concerning everything that early science had 
concerned itself with since the first appearance of the Posbis. Most of our 
assumptions had been confirmed, but no one could have suspected what 
had actually occurred many thousands of years ago. 


The plasma had not been produced synthetically. What we saw before us 
on the world of a hundred suns was a very small portion of a planet- 
encompassing community life-form, a single being whose home world 
belonged to a system in the Andromeda Nebula. 


The bitter enmity between the plasma and the Laurins had also been 
explained. The Laurins, whom we regarded as being as dangerous and 
treacherous as the Posbis, were also from Andromeda. About 40000 years 
ago by earthly reckoning, they had ventured across the vast abyss between 
the galaxies and had come upon the small Outside System. 


We had found the natives there to be extinct but we had classified them as 
the “Mechanica” intelligences. They had been flourishing then, however, 
and the Laurins had recognized them as being the most fabulous robot 
creators of their time. So they had forced them to manufacture the most 
capable robots conceivable. 


The ensuing history stretched over many thousands of years. The 
Mechanica people had delivered hundreds of thousands of robots to the 
Laurins, who by that time had only sent a few exploration ships into the 
Milky Way. From the explanations given us by the plasma brains it was 
presumable that the Laurins had been having troubles in their own galaxy, 
so they had settled on certain isolated worlds within the abyss. 


On these planets the robots had been altered through the application of 


unbelievable bio-technology. Their object was to equip the normal 
mechanical robots with organically living brains, so that each machine 
would become an emotionally- dependent entity. 


We ourselves had not been able to dispute or ignore the scientific ability of 
the Laurin biologists. These intelligences had learned how to create a 
hypertronic linkage, which was a direct connection between living tissue 
and the positronic circuits of the robots. 


This robot conversion was aimed at a fiendish objective. On the basis of 
adaptations of their nerve plasma, the implanted bio-brains were only able 
to generate certain specific emotions. Chiefly, the result was intended to 
generate an unbridled hatred of all life other than the Laurins themselves. If 
the plan had succeeded, the Laurins would have possessed an 
unconditionally loyal and invincible army. 


This purpose, however, had miscarried. To the horror of the Laurins, the 
very hatred they had sought to generate in the robots was suddenly turned 
against themselves. Since by that time there were millions of Posbis, the 
first wars of annihilation had begun between them and the Laurins. As a 
consequence the robots had withdrawn to their home world of Mechanica. 
They had become dangerously intelligent. 


By this stage of the report I had started to ask questions. I recall having 
remarked that the Posbis could never have founded such a dynasty alone. 
The answer to this was at first amazing and finally disturbing. It had to do 
with how the Laurins had obtained the plasma in the first place. 


Among the sparsely distributed stars of Andromeda’s outer periphery there 
had been a warm oxygen planet where life had developed in an unusual 
form. In the course of many millenniums, certain independent cell 
communities had gradually coalesced and developed into an ever growing 
community entity. With the increasing mass of the cell concentrations, 
intelligence had also grown apace, so that the end result was a mentally 
powerful being of gigantic proportions. 


The commander of a Laurin exploration ship had discovered this world and 
recognized its biological potentials. From then on the plasma entity had 
been forced to surrender portions of its substance. From such plasma the 
extra bio-brains of the Mechanica robots had been fashioned. Through the 
new hypertronic linkage process the nerve cells had been inter-coordinated 
with the positronic brains. 


The Laurins had then combined a master robot brain with an “offshoot” of 
the community plasma entity, and that had been their mistake. They had 


underestimated the plasma’s intelligence, which finally unleashed a revolt 
based on a 1000-year plan. 


From then on the Posbi emigrations had begun. They refused to obey the 
commands of the Laurins. Due to the ever-increasing size and power of the 
central plasma, their extra brains had switched over. All their hate was now 
directed at the Laurins, who consequently attempted to coerce the 
refractory “offshoot” plasma by means of extortion. 


The home planet of the community entity was moved out of its orbit and its 
natural sun soon receded into the depths of the universe. Since the plasma 
being could not exist without warmth, light and oxygen, the Laurins thus 
threatened to sterilize the planet if the “offshoot” plasma did not revert to 
its previous loyalty. 


But that “offshoot,” which represented the present-day central plasma, had 
refused to comply. Thousands of heavy warships, all manned by Posbis and 
equipped with the superior weapons of the Mechanica beings, took up the 
conflict and defeated the Laurins in three decisive battles. However, the 
“offshoot” entity had not been able to ever find its lost mother planet again. 


The Posbis had pulled back close to the Milky Way where their dynasty 
had been established. The Mechanica beings who were still living at that 
time provided the prerequisites for developing the other Posbi planets and 
remote bases. In the same manner they built the breeding installations 
under direction of the central plasma, and as a result the latter expanded 
swiftly, with a corresponding increase in intelligence. 


Only thousands of years later were the Laurins in a position to launch a 
destructive counterblow, and as a result the planet, Mechanica, was 
depopulated. However, by this time the Posbis were under the control of a 
hypertronic master brain composed of the central plasma and a giant robot 
brain that the Mechanica beings had been able to build. They had become 
self-sufficient enough under this regency to survive the ruthless 
extermination of the Mechanica people. 


Since then the Posbis had been in a state of continuous warfare with the 
Laurins, who for this reason had been prevented from pressing into the 
Milky Way. The dark planets we had accidentally discovered had been 
removed by the Mechanica people from the peripheral zones of the galaxy 
and propelled deeply into the intercosmic void. On these worlds the Posbis 
had established branch settlements and military bases. 


The events portrayed in this extensive report were so far-reaching and 
significant in their import that we had finally asked for a recess. 


Once more we sat in the translator room and looked at the viewscreens. A 
number of Willies surrounded us and sought to answer our questions. All 
they knew, however, was that they had always been the servants of the 
central plasma, which they referred to simply as the “Innermost.” This 
concept had probably evolved from the beginnings of the Posbi creations 
when the Laurins had started to equip the robot brains with organic 
elements. But now we were certain that the jellyfish creatures had come 
from the other galaxy. Probably at an earlier time they had been utilized as 
assistants. There were intelligent, peace-loving creatures who were 
eminently suitable as sentinels and caretakers. Now as then they fulfilled 
the task of caring for the central plasma, whose cell divisions were still 
contributing to its rapid growth. When enough new plasma had been 
accumulated to constitute another “offshoot” entity, such tissue masses 
were brought to one of the planetary bases, where a new Posbi culture was 
then developed. 


“Stop!” exclaimed Rhodan, exhausted. “I can’t absorb it all.” His face was 
pale as he leaned back into the upholstery of his strangely designed seat 
bench. 


Lloyd was resting on two Willies who cushioned him with a mothering 
solicitude. His leg wound had healed completely. We didn’t know what 
chemical preparation they had administered to him, but so far no antibody 
reactions had set in. It was evident that they had been very careful with the 
mutant. 


Our own Willy came into the room. I could hear the scraping and 
scratching of his diamond-hard drilling extremities, which served also as 
his feet. So that we could distinguish him from the other jellyfish creatures, 
on my request he was carrying a pair of all-purpose pliers I had given him 
from my tool kit, which he had clamped onto his translator unit. He was 
very proud of this distinction. 


Pulsing slowly, he crouched down before us as his color turned red, 
signifying fear. He told us that new difficulties were developing. “The 
robot is becoming angry,” Willy complained. We had become so 
accustomed to his voice unit that we could now distinguish intonations in 
his words. “The Innermost has requested me to ask you if you will help us 
now. It is presumptuous, I know.” 


Willy’s eyes — of which he had extended four — glistened so strangely that I 
could sense his obvious fear. Perry looked at his watch. We were tired and 


hungry. In spite of its intellect the central plasma had overlooked the fact 
that humans and Arkonides had to eat now and then. We helped the 
situation by digging into our emergency rations, but they were getting low. 


“That’s why we came here, Willy,” said Rhodan wearily. “What’s to be 
done? Am I to assume that the friction between the master brain and the 
Innermost has become unbearable?” 


Willy puffed himself up and his body trembled. “Unbearable — yes, that is 
the word. The Innermost is exhausted. The struggle is harder now than 
before. The ‘Merciless’ does not grow weary. May I connect you with the 
Innermost?” 


If only Willy hadn’t been so ceremonious! It was almost 10 minutes before 
the loudspeakers of the master translator units came to life. We had learned 
that great care and effort had gone into their construction. In fact the 
plasma brain had made use of the automated assembly lines for the 
purpose. 

However the translators had been constructed, the important thing to me 
was that the central plasma had finally made an effort to contact us. At least 
this sign of good will was some compensation for the fact that we were in a 
bad situation. 


An earthly scientist could not have spoken to us more clearly and 
deliberately than this formless life mass, which we knew to be contained in 
about 80 of the dome like containers. When it spoke the word, “hate 
circuit,” we pricked up our ears. Rhodan whispered “Aha!” — and I forgot 
my fatigue. The central plasma continued. 


“The construction of the robot brain was considered necessary at that time 
because I was no longer able to cope with the increasing work load. My 
growth was more important. The Builders constructed and installed the 
present-day positronicon, and I agreed to a linkage circuit. Initially my 
rights were not challenged until the positronicon took over the counter- 
warfare against the Laurins. From then on the troubles began, but the cause 
was related solely to the special circuit that the Builders had intended as a 
safety factor for me.” 


We looked at each other. I suspected that Perry was thinking of the robot 
regent of Arkon. Apparently there was no intelligent race in the universe 
who would build a giant computer brain without considering the possibility 
of an assumption of power by the, soulless super machine. Here in this case 
the same precautions had been taken. 


The plasma continued. “The hate circuit consists of a fully self-sufficient 


and independent relay block that was built into the robot brain in order to 
meet the Laurin threat. Consequently the robot was instilled with an 
insatiable hatred of all false life forms, which I interpret as life based on an 
alien organic structure. Yet the Builders knew that this hate circuit might 
induce associated radiations which could involve other intelligences against 
my will, whom I myself would not classify as the false life. Humans and 
Arkonides are a case in point. Thus it happened that your ships were 
attacked and destroyed. If it is possible to shut down the hate circuit, which 
was only intended to be an extra safety measure, the enmity of the robots 
against you will be extinguished.” 


My extra brain reacted immediately. The whole explanation was all well 
and good, but what might result from the new condition? 


“If hatred against human life is eliminated,” I asked, “how will the 
positronicon adjust itself to the Laurins? They are also organic, even 
though of an alien composition.” 


“The question is justified, Your Eminence. But you’re not taking myself 
into consideration. I would never recognize the oppressors of the mother 
entity. My linkage circuits are sufficient to maintain the robot’s antipathy 
against the Laurins.” 


I was skeptical of this. What would happen if the plasma was overstating 
its ability to exert this influence? 


“The hate circuit,’ continued the plasma, “can be shut down without 
affecting other parts of the robot brain. I have to ask for this help because 
no Posbi robot is able to enter the positronicon’s circuit chambers.” 


“You mean, not against its will,’ corrected Rhodan. 


“That is right. So my auxiliary forces are thus eliminated. I cannot 
influence their mechanical brains once they get near the programming 
station. My caretakers, whom you call Willies, are physically incapable of 
carrying out the task involved. So I came to the decision to ask for your 
help. Your services would mean an end to a senseless war. I need all my 
forces to fight off our arch enemy. In return for your cooperation I offer a 
treaty of alliance. My intercosmic military bases will be opened to your 
fleets. Shipyards, wharves and supply warehouses will be at your disposal. 
In cases of emergency I will be ready to use the Posbi fleets in your favor. 
Technical data concerning propulsion systems and weapons can be 
furnished, provided that you guarantee that they will never be used against 


” 


me. 


The plasma voice fell silent. The offers were tempting. I was about to 


request a recess for thinking about them but then desisted because there 
was nothing more to consider in this regard. On the one hand if we did not 
destroy the so-called hate circuit, a return home would be out of the 
question on the other hand an alliance with the central plasma would mean 
all we could ask for. Just the release of their intercosmic planetary ports 
was a priceless boon. We needed such bases. 


I did not doubt the plasm’s trustworthiness for it second. Its aversion to the 
alien Laurins was so deeply rooted that it would never willfully betray us, 
much less attack us. Of course the prerequisite for all this was for the 
central plasma to bring the positronicon completely under its control. And 
that depended on the destruction of the troublesome hate circuit, which 
indirectly affected us. This completed my deliberations. There seemed to be 
nothing more to consider. 


But Rhodan threw in a possible objection which consisted of only three 
words: “Spheres of influence . . .?” 


Again the Terran was thinking beyond me. I looked at him almost in 
exasperation. The coolness was in his eyes which always appeared at 
difficult moments of negotiation. 


Yes — what was the situation with regard to our respective spheres of 
influence? The plasma ruled a portion of the intercosmic void that was of 
no practical use to us whatsoever. At most the plasma brains might ask us 
later for the use of certain planets as bases. This was no problem. There 
was a sufficient number of uninhabited planets in solar systems along the 
galactic rim. If necessary we could place a few thousand of them at their 
disposal. 


I didn’t hold back my answer any longer. “We accept. Additionally we can 
assure you of sources of material for your raw material industries. If you 
need mechanical installations we can erect them. I propose that within the 
framework of our technical and scientific capabilities we assume the 
position of the extinct Mechanica intelligences. An arrangement for the 
settlement of accounts with respect to our mutual contributions can be 
worked out. 


“T should like to come to a clear and proper agreement with you. Deception 
is foreign to our nature, even though at the moment we are not in a position 
to delineate our respective rights and obligations, point by point. 
Nevertheless the Administrator and I guarantee the observance of these 
promises.” 


Rhodan confirmed this. I had offered more than the plasma had asked for. 


The strange negotiations came to an end. I surmised that we had acquired a 
valuable partner. 

The voice from the speakers concluded: “There are photographs and plans 
regarding the hate circuit. I shall furnish them to you.” 

This jolted me suddenly out of my illusory imaginings concerning our 
wonderful alliance. 

Rhodan spoke caustically. “First comes the work, then the pleasure,” he 
said. “How good are your nerves, Arkonide? We should have enough 
experience by now in the destruction of robot brains, wouldn’t you say?” 
Innermost could no longer offer much more resistance was enough to bring 
me to full alertness again. It was time. 

Rhodan got up. Lloyd also relinquished his unusual couch. He felt of his 
thigh and tried a knee bend. 

“Okay, sir,” he said in a businesslike tone. “You can count me in again. 
That bandage plaster did its work.” 


8. 
AN END OF HATE 


I had seen many technical installations and passed judgment upon countless 
spaceship designs, but I had never come across a comfortable maintenance 
shaft. Even the Mechanica people hadn’t thought of adding any luxuries to 
the access tube other than ladder rungs. However, their ample width and 
clearance permitted us to descend without much difficulty. Here and there 
were semi-spherical resting chambers which had been burned into the rock 
and sprayed with steel-hard plastic reinforcement unthinkable ages ago. 


Only after a half hour of climbing acrobatics did we decide to use our 
antigrav units. Thus far we had not wanted to use them for fear of 
detection. By the time we had descended to the next to the last resting shelf 
in the almost 2000-meter shaft I could fully understand why the central 
plasma could not have counted on either a robot or a Willy to accomplish 
the task of destroying the hate circuit. This was the only access leading 
down into the fathomless depths of the positronicon. Of course there were 
other approaches but those could not be used. In those other passages we 
would not have gone 10 meters before being stopped or obliterated. 


The ancient drawings revealed that this shaft had only been provided for 
the purpose of getting to the hate circuit without any detours. Also it was 
shown in both sketches and words that the tube’s screening consisted of 
both natural barriers and energy fields. This guaranteed that no one here 
could be detected by the positronicon. So the Builders, as the plasma 
referred to the extinct Mechanica beings, had been very careful with 
relation to their own mammoth creation. If all facilities were still here and 
functioning, the whole operation would be like a stroll through carefully 
screened off secret passages. In fact, apparently all that had to be done was 
to pull a well-marked switch lever and then return by the same route. 


But we were not optimistic enough to take these indications for granted. I 
calculated that at least 20000 years had passed since the construction of the 
positronicon. We wondered if the various pieces of equipment could still 
remain in operation that long. 

We crouched together in the cramped space of the resting chamber and 
listened to the sounds below us. Other than the all-pervading noise of the 
giant subterranean installation, which was a penetrating high-pitched hum, 


nothing else was to be heard. 


Rhodan took a blueprint out of his belt pouch and pointed to a red-marked 
area. “The end of the shaft is here. Then comes the corkscrew passage. 
Altogether there are 34 turns in it to damp down any possible shockwaves 
from an explosion. Within it are three lock chambers with defense weapons 
that will open fire on unauthorized intruders. This electronic key device —” 
He pointed to the metal rod that was stuck in my belt. “— is supposed to 
keep the mechanisms from having unfriendly reactions. Beyond the 
corkscrew is the floor plate with the extendable ladder, which isn’t 
supposed to be working anymore. It’s suspended by normal fastenings. 
Okay, let’s fly down below.” 


He folded the synthetic sheet of foil together and put it away. Lloyd 
grinned. However I wasn’t in such a cheerful mood. 


We made a last check of our defense screen equipment and then let 
ourselves fall into the shaft. My antigrav braked my downward plunge so 
well that I landed like a feather. Lloyd followed last. We found ourselves in 
a circular room whose walls fluoresced with a greenish light. We reasoned 
that this must be an absorption screen to block off mental emanations 
which, according to past experience, the brain was supposed to be able to 
sense. So that was still working at least. 


The shaft we had descended terminated above us in the ceiling. The hole 
was almost 3 meters over our heads and could not possibly be reached by a 
normal jump. The folding steps that had been provided for this had not 
unfolded for us. 


“The first glitch,” whispered Rhodan as if to himself. “Well fine, if that’s 
all that goes wrong.” 


He drew his hand weapon and walked down into the corkscrew passage 
that began here. The curved windings followed one after another as we 
proceeded, turning at angles that varied from 30° to 90°. The first security 
lock loomed before us. Rhodan came to a stop. I gripped the electronic key- 
rod so tightly that my knuckles were white. 


“Well. ..?” 


Rhodan waited with his weapon at the ready. I pressed the front end of the 
rod against the lock mark and then drew back in amazement. The hatch 
slab dropped like the blade of a guillotine and disappeared into a slot in the 
floor. 


“Oho .. .!” cried Lloyd, non-plussed. “Is that an execution device? If you 
step across it and the thing zips upward like that, what then?” 


“Let’s go,” I said. “We can’t waste any time.” 


With a courage born of desperation I strode into the square-shaped room. 
Rhodan and the mutant followed me. Nothing happened. There was a 
buzzing sound, after which the hatch closed behind us and the one in front 
of us glided upward. We went on swiftly, passing through the other two 
security chambers without any hindrances. 


“['m gradually beginning to have faith in miracles,” said Perry. “For me 
everything’s going a bit too smoothly, although one should assume that the 
Builders took every precaution to enable authorized persons to reach the 
hate circuit unharmed.” 


I decided to remain silent since words were useless just now. At the end of 
the connecting passage we discovered the floor plate that had been 
indicated in the building plan. It was a rectangular slab that was set in the 
floor almost without visible slot marks. This we were also supposed to be 
able to open with the key device. 


I tried my luck. After a while there was a buzzing sound either in or under 
the massive steel slate. Acrid smoke welled up from one of the cracks. 
Then the false deck moved sideways with a clatter and rolled into a floor 
slot to our right. 


Rhodan jerked me back as a lightning discharge shot out of the opening. A 
roll of thunder went through the passage behind us. 


When the noise had subsided, Perry said, “If we’re not discovered now 
after that short-circuit blast, I give up! Atlan, go down through the opening. 
Fellmer will stay here to give us backup protection. ll go down with you. 
Let’s go!” 

We dropped downward without attempting to close the slab behind us. The 
metal cover, measuring almost a meter in thickness, was stuck in the floor 
slot. I floated slowly downward while Rhodan came head first. With wildly 
waving arms he turned himself in flight, pushed himself from the wall, and 
sailed across the room beneath us toward an arched armor-plate door. That 
was the main entrance to the secret room where the operating and control 
mechanisms for the hate circuit were located. 


I activated my antigrav again and flew back to the ceiling, where I had an 
excellent overall-view. Beneath me was an oval-shaped chamber. The room 
was filled with numerous control switchboards closely interconnected by 
arm-thick cables and sun- bright current conductors of the transparent 
tubular type. In the background I made out the independent power plant 
which consisted of a tub-shaped fusion reactor with a synchronously 


connected transformer bank. The memory banks with their readout 
equipment reached almost to the ceiling. They contained the data, 
instructions and special programming which directed the robot brain’s 
irreconcilable hatred against the Laurins. 


The main switchboard I also discovered. 


It was on a platform fastened to the wall. The meters were active. A violet- 
marked switch protruded outward from the dark shadows. The long lever 
arm was in a horizontal position. My task was to press it downward. 


Suddenly, Rhodan opened fire with his weapon. Lloyd gave me a warning 
shout and then his beamer also flashed into action. The normal machinery 
sounds were suddenly drowned out by a thunderclap. A shockwave threw 
me so hard against the ceiling that I almost passed out. I hit my antigrav 
control and as I swiftly descended I clapped on my helmet. The suit’s air 
system came on automatically. When I landed I dropped to the floor in time 
to come under a second shockwave. It seemed to take hours for the energy 
field of my suit to build up. But from then on I was at least screened off 
from the heat. 


When I got up again I saw for the first time that the main lock gates had 
opened. In the corridor beyond, Posbi robots were darting about. They 
launched a furious attack and ran into Perry’s fire. The Terran lay behind 
the data-bank tiers and was firing thru a slot gap in one of the card racks. 
The door frame of the open lock was already glowing white hot, but 
Fellmer Lloyd did not cease firing. The gleaming fingers of energy kept 
zipping past me and started to melt the metal doorway. 


I ceased to concern myself about these events. The blasted safety 
mechanism of the lock door appeared to have set off the much-feared alarm 
system of the positronicon. Now all that could save us was speed of action. 


I leaped through the narrow aisles between card racks and panels, jumped 
onto the platform and threw the entire weight of my body onto the switch 
lever. With surprising ease it yielded under me and raced home to its lower 
slot. 


At the same time a siren began to howl. An uncanny voice rang out and 
gave instructions in a language that none of us could understand. On the 
arched ceiling appeared a geometrical design that was not unlike the dial of 
a clock. A green, lighted arrow was just beginning to traverse the numbered 
scale. It was clear what it was supposed to represent. As soon as the arrow 
reached the end of the scale, the destruction of the hate circuit would begin. 


I jumped to the floor and started running again while shouting to Perry. He 


had retreated since the equipment close to the lock gate was beginning to 
glow with heat. Seconds later I roared upward to the ceiling. Lloyd pulled 
me through the opening and then we both gave Perry our cover fire. I was 
firing with my energy beam adjusted to needle focus. One Posbi who came 
storming through the sea of flames lost his right leg and fell to the floor, 
where the molten metal of the gateway spilled over him. By the time my 
weapon had overheated and the danger light came on, Rhodan joined us. 
We said very little but poured our energies into a sprint for the first of the 
security locks in the corkscrew passage. 


When we passed through it I learned why the Builders had taken so many 
safety precautions. Behind us we heard a devastating detonation. The lock 
we had just traversed began to glow. Then the hatch door bellied outward 
like a distended soap bubble and burst under the force of the concentrated 
shockwave. I threw myself to the floor beyond the next curve in the 
passage, tripping Perry in the process and causing him to fall. Lloyd had 
vanished somewhere ahead. We heard the shriek of the air masses that 
raged around our energy screens. They were heated to almost 2000° 
Fahrenheit according to my swiftly rising indicator. 


When the shockwave front broke up, we ran on farther. The second lock 
had withstood the impact. We went through it and also traversed number 
three, after which we were relatively safe. Before taking time to rest we 
flew up into the shaft and took cover in the nearest side chamber. Here 
Lloyd manifested his typical trance rigidity as he made contact with the 
central plasma. 


When he came out of it finally he smiled. “We made it,” he said simply. 
“The hate circuit is gone forever. At the moment the combined 
hypertronicon is the same as dead. The plasma says that a readjustment is 
going on in a control block whose function I can’t understand. But what’s 
more important is the fact that the central plasma can’t tell us how the robot 
brain will react after its restabilization. In short, we’re being asked to take 
off before maybe we get it in the neck!” 


Rhodan refrained from answering him. In a lightening movement he turned 
on his antigrav and floated out and upward. We followed and found Willy 
waiting for us at the top. We could still recognize him by the plier clamps 
attached to his translator unit. He glowed with fear and rotated so swiftly 
on the steel deck of the room that he caused sparks to fly. 


“Quickly — quickly!” came his urging from the translator. “The ship is 
ready. The energy fence is gone.” 


We refrained from going into the translation and control room of the 


central plasma. At this stage all that counted was our safety. We could take 
up negotiations later. We ran outside and found an automatic ground car 
waiting for us. 


The trip through the restricted zone was a nightmare. Everywhere we saw 
Posbis milling around without plan or direction. Their mechanical brains 
seemed to be not quite in order. One of them opened fire on us. Rhodan 
hesitated only a second before he shot it down. A muffled sound like the 
rumbling of a receding storm hung in the air. The Posbis seemed to be 
awakening slowly from their stupor. We lay prone on the floor of the car 
while Willy sat on us. His soft body covered us so completely that it would 
have been almost impossible for any robot devices to trace our mental 
emanations. 


We reached the airlock of the fragment ship in a flying hurry. The engines 
were idling already and it seemed to be high time to get started. We noticed 
that Willy also came on board with us. A number of Posbis who were under 
the plasma’s control showed us the way. But before we could reach the 
cargo room the giant vessel began to rise from the ground. 


The hard g-pressure threw us to the deck where we lay helplessly for some 
time and were close to being asphyxiated because of the weight on our 
lungs. When the acceleration lessened the Posbis dragged us on into the 
cargo hold where we found the same group of jellyfish creatures as before. 
Lloyd was unconscious and was bleeding from his mouth and nose. 


I heard Rhodan speaking to me in a cracked voice: “Are you all right?” All 
I could do was blurt out a meaningless sound and gasp for breath. 


It was minutes before we could move. Fellmer came to with a groan. 
“Terrible! Terrible!” wailed the mattress Willies, not seeming to realize 
that their out cries were grating on our already frayed nerves. 


They formed a soft bed and pulled me onto it with their long arms, at the 
same time informing me worriedly that the transition was about to start. 


I only withstood the tearing and pulling of the hyperjump for a few 
seconds. Then my body gave up. My only escape from the torture was to 
faint. 


Judging by the glittering sea of stars around us, we were somewhere on the 
rim of the Milky Way. A water planet shimmered on the viewscreen which 
I remembered well. 


“That’s Sumath,” said Perry wearily. “They’re bringing us back to the 
starting place of this whole adventure. I hope Claudrin won’t open fire on 
them.” 


Rhodan rolled over and turned on his minicom. The contact was made 
immediately. Claudrin’s bass voice almost shattered the tiny loudspeaker. 


“Yes sir, we understand. ve drawn the ships back. Are you in good 
health?” 


I laughed bitterly. Good health in this case was highly relative. Compared 
to the shock we had just survived, Beybo’s hyperspace maneuvers were a 
rejuvenating massage. 


“Don’t be funny!” growled Perry into the microphone. “Ill be lucky if my 
bones are still all in the same place. We’re going to have them land us on 
Sumath. Don’t worry about the fragment ship. This is a vessel of a different 
color, since the whole crew is friendly to us. In fact they’ve practically 
saved our lives.” 


The Willies cried aloud in their sudden pleasure. Claudrin asked in sudden 
alarm what all the caterwauling was, even suggesting that for safety’s sake 
he might bring the THEODORICH into attack position. 


“Just take it easy!’ Perry shouted above the bedlam. “You can pick us up in 
a Gazelle. That is all!” 


He cut off the connection as we began to be shaken by the landing 
maneuvers. At an altitude of 100 meters above the island we went out of 
the airlock. We flew down to the plateau where we turned to look upward 
at the mighty steel hull above us, an alien ship that held machines and 
creatures that we would probably never fully understand. “Our” Willy 
waved at us with all of his many arms. I knew that he was calling out 
something to us but we could no longer hear him. 


Moments later the fragment ship started away, but so cautiously that we 
hardly felt any heatwaves from it. It drifted away over the sea on its 
antigrav fields until it reached a safe distance, whereupon its engines came 
to life. There was a lightning flash and a clap of thunder followed by a tidal 
surge of steaming water. Then the monster vanished. The ruptured air 
masses flowed back with explosive force into the vacuum created by its 
flight path. It was like the end of the world for a few brief moments. Finally 
we came out from under cover and for the first time we had a chance to feel 
our limbs and see if we were all in one piece. 


“Am I dreaming, sir?” asked Fellmer Lloyd. 
I merely shook my head. Rhodan sat apathetically on the ground and 


watched an object which was hurtling toward us at an uncanny speed 
across the ocean. The disc- shaped Gazelle came howling over the island. It 
went through its braking maneuver and then landed near us with extended 
struts. Rhodan’s 2nd-in-command, Reginald Bell, sprang out of the 
hatchway. His broad face was reddened by his agitation. 


“Of all the hair-brained ideas!” he exclaimed. “Why didn’t you let me 
know you were risking such a flight as that?” 


I waved off any comments. When Bell saw our condition he quieted down 
and called for a doctor. 


“So what happened?” he wanted to know. 


I asked him a counter-question: “How are conditions at the front? In the 
past few hours have you detected any fragment ships?” 


“We saw quite a few, but they were leaving the area.” 


Rhodan began to smile. He moaned in pain while massaging both his thighs 
and walked toward the Gazelle. “Well, what do you know?” he muttered in 
satisfaction. “We'll fill you in later, Bell. We’ve made an alliance and 
eliminated a hate circuit.” 


“A what?’ he inquired. When I saw him beckon furtively to the doctor 
from the THEODORICH and the latter came toward us warily, I was 
overcome by high spirits. 


Rhodan went along with me and Lloyd started to sing a pirate’s song, no 
doubt having read our minds. Immediately the doctor began to give some 
highly scientific explanations for our actions, but Bell couldn’t understand 
a thing he said. 


“Napoleon personally shook hands with me,” said Perry. 


I shook my head in confirmation and added that the intercosmic winds had 
not been strong enough for our sails. It took a while for Bell to see through 
our game. He cursed mightily and stomped away toward the Gazelle. I was 
merely sorry for the poor confused doctor, who had to put away his three 
hypodermics. 


Once we arrived on board the THEODORICH, the normal military routine 
of the warship was reestablished. Rhodan gave himself no rest. His report 
was transmitted over hypercom to Solar Intelligence. For the moment there 
was nothing more we could do. 

Two hours later, Perry came to my cabin. We were silent for some time 
before I voiced a worrisome thought that I had been brooding over for the 
past few hours. 


“What will happen if the central plasma is wrong? After the destruction of 
the hate circuit, what if the positronicon reacts differently than expected?” 


“That’s the main question. But let’s wait and see.” 


He stretched himself out on my spare couch and immediately went to sleep. 
I sat there and made a resolve to never go on board a fragment ship again — 
at least not until they installed regular inertial absorbers. After all, I was not 
a robot. 


THE END 


Atlan, Perry Rhodan and Fellmer Lloyd succeeded in eliminating the Posbi 
hate circuit, which made the Posbi’s attack all organic life. But after their 
safe return from the WORLD OF A HUNDRED SUNS, however, they 
are asking themselves did destroying the hate circuit work. 

Perry decides to visit the It on Wanderer and ask for advice which leads to 


the strangest adventure that humans have ever experienced, when they 
encounter PHANTOM HORDE! 


